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The legacies of World War I in British culture are often explained by terms such 
as disillusionment and futility or by the understanding that the war shattered nineteenth 
century ideas of progress.  These were not, however, the images of the war offered by the 
nation’s public and state sponsored secondary schools during the interwar years.  By 
examining the categories of commemoration and curriculum, this study explores how 
British educational institutions mobilized the memory of the war in order to avoid 
cynicism and promote traditional forms of national, class, and gender identity.  The first 
two chapters focus on how school memorials grew out of wartime communication within 
extended school communities in a way that privileged a heroic and traditional language 
of “high diction,” a concept developed by Paul Fussell.  The following two chapters 
explore the ways in which discussions of how and why to teach history created a rhetoric 
of non-revolutionary citizenship and shaped portrayals of the war itself in a variety of 
British textbooks.  Both processes elevated ideas including national and imperial 
patriotism, sportsmanship, self-sacrifice, personal and international leadership, and a 
continued faith in progress.  This was initially accomplished by the exclusion of other 
possible narratives of the war, but the success of this interwar educational narrative was, 
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 On June 21, 1919, William Temple, an Old Rugbeian and Canon of Westminster 
Cathedral,1 gave a sermon at his old school “To celebrate Victory and Peace.”  The 
Treaty of Versailles would actually be signed a week later on June 28, but, for Rugby 
School, Temple’s message marked the end of World War I and the beginning of a new 
period in the history of the school and the nation.  Temple placed both himself and his 
audience among those who “watch the processes of history” and admitted that in history 
“there is at first sight a great abundance of waste and futility” from which “the cynic has 
no difficulty in proving his case.”  He then refused the cynic’s view, stating instead that 
he had faith in a “Divine Will,” since “Even in this world the one life cut short becomes 
an inspiration to thousands, and the failure of every forward movement leads to the effort 
for a still ampler progress.”  His sermon upheld this faith by praising the participation of 
Rugby and other public schools in the war, celebrating these soldiers’ commitment to 
their duty, describing them as motivated by “the hope of a better England and a better 
world,” and even connecting their deaths to the “Divine Self-sacrifice” of Christ.2 
 World War I, the Great War, had cost Great Britain and Ireland 722,785 dead and 
1,676,037 wounded out of over six million who served,3 and even “victory” had brought 
                                                
1 Temple later became Archbishop of Canterbury.  Thomas S. Legg and Marie-Louise Legg, “William 
Temple,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography in Association with the British Academy: From the 
Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004), 54:90-95. 
2 William Temple, “A Sermon Preached By the Reverend Canon William Temple,” in Memorials of 
Rugbeians Who Fell in the Great War, vol. VII (London: The Medici Society, Ltd., 1923). 
3 Including Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and India the total number served reached 
8,407,000.  Jay M. Winter, The Great War and the British People (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 





with it a mounting national debt in addition to significant social, cultural, and political 
anxiety.  As British citizens sought to understand the war’s causes, events, and results, 
many of them found ways to remember the war that made their losses acceptable through 
invoking Temple’s “Divine Will” or his somewhat more secular “still ampler progress.”  
Nowhere was this more apparent than in the context of British secondary education, 
where Temple’s view prevailed during the interwar years.  In reflecting on the war, 
Temple would probably have been aware that he drew not only on religious language and 
beliefs, but also on the identities formed by England’s elite public schools and notions of 
progress common to contemporary national histories.  He might not, however, have been 
able to guess how many others would employ the same traditions in order to comprehend 
an event that seemed to question all traditions. 
 This study seeks to understand how this traditional narrative of the war came to 
dominate interwar education as a way of exploring how collective memories and group 
identities are articulated and passed on to younger generations.  In examining how the 
institutions of secondary education shaped the memory of the Great War in British 
culture, it is necessary to answer three central questions.  First, given the wide variety of 
possible narratives of the war, who had the desire and the power to choose which ones 
were considered most appropriate for students?  Next, what forms of memory were 
employed to transmit these messages and in what ways did they reinforce each other?  
Finally, how did these narratives change over time and were they able to adapt 






 In the early twentieth century, British education was sharply divided along class 
lines, with the independently funded public schools serving the nation’s elite and a 
variety of state sponsored schools designed to reach the majority of the population.  The 
public schools often had long histories and by the late nineteenth century had become an 
“exclusive, self-perpetuating system,” which attempted “to produce gentlemen in 
considerable numbers.”4  The character of this education was determined by a series of 
both social and academic traditions which Peter Parker has termed “the public school 
ethos.”5  While the term “public school” generally applies to boys-only boarding schools, 
a few were day schools, and there were also some equivalent elite girls-only schools.6  In 
the late nineteenth century, secondary schools were not yet funded by the state and 
catered “explicitly and consciously” to the middle classes by emulating the curricula, 
traditions, and ideals of the public schools.  Schooling for the lower classes was largely 
confined to the elementary schools, which began to receive state support after 1870.7  
With the Education Act of 1902, the government took on some responsibility for 
providing secondary education, but these schools retained their liberal, middle-class 
character and only a handful of working-class students were encouraged or allowed to 
move up the ‘ladder’ into secondary schools.8  Throughout the interwar years, state 
secondary education continued to be a subject of debate, and while “secondary 
                                                
4 Richard Aldrich, An Introduction to the History of Education (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1982), 15, 
27. 
5 Peter Parker, The Old Lie: The Great War and the Public School Ethos (London: Constable, 1987). 
6 Ian Weinberg, The English Public Schools: The Sociology of Elite Education (New York: Atherton Press, 
1967), xi. 
7 Gary McCulloch, Failing the Ordinary Child?  The Theory and Practice of Working-Class Secondary 
Education (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1998), 11. 





education” was redefined by the 1926 Hadow Report as any of several forms of “post-
primary” schooling,9 the divisions between the different types of secondary schools 
remained largely one of social class.  Most state schools also remained segregated by 
gender.  In regard to both public and state schools, this study focuses primarily on the 
education of boys, thus focusing in part on the history of masculinity. 
 A range of individuals including school administrators, teachers, alumni, 
memorial committee members, government officials, professional historians, and other 
textbook authors all took part in the process of teaching students about the Great War.  
These adults often shared similar educational backgrounds, with even policymakers for 
state sponsored education often coming from the elite public schools.  In addition, they 
were generally in agreement regarding the needs of their society, namely the goal of 
educating boys and girls to be loyal citizens of the nation and the empire who would 
participate in representative government rather than resort to revolutionary politics or 
become too internationalist in foreign affairs.  To achieve this end, the institutions of 
British secondary education, both public and state sponsored, looked to many of the same 
themes that Temple had employed to dispel the “cynic’s well-established wisdom.”10  On 
the whole, the war was presented in a traditional, nationalist, and even imperialist 
manner, which treated it as a major and in many ways unprecedented event, but one that 
could be incorporated into established patterns of language and narratives of British 
history.  Britain’s participation in the war was justified and those who died were 
                                                
9 Board of Education, Report of the Consultative Committee on the Education of the Adolescent (Hereafter 






remembered as heroes for their willingness to sacrifice themselves for the ideals of their 
nation and the peaceful world order embodied in the League of Nations.  Furthermore, 
many British institutions were seen as essential to the Allied victory, most notably the 
public schools, the navy, and the empire.  Though this narrative won a remarkable degree 
of consensus among those involved in British secondary education, it did not go 
unchallenged, as illustrated by the attempts by the League of Nations Union (LNU) to 
encourage the teaching of world citizenship.  The LNU was a leading internationalist 
organization that supported disarmament and arbitration while promoting a positive 
public image of the League of Nations.11 
 This common narrative of the war was expressed through several different forms 
of memory in which individuals remembered the war based on the specific social 
contexts of their time and place to create what sociologist Maurice Halbwachs has termed 
“collective memory.”12  In addition, as John Gillis has explained, “the notion of identity 
depends on the idea of memory, and vice versa.”  Not only is “the core meaning of any 
individual or group identity… sustained by remembering” but “what is remembered is 
defined by the assumed identity.”  Furthermore, neither memory nor identity is ever a 
fixed thing and therefore the creation of memorials or historical narratives is a process of 
discussion that ultimately ends in privileging one conception of identity and memory over 
other interpretations.13  Within British schools the two most significant forms were those 
relating to memorials and commemorative ceremonies and those relating to the teaching 
                                                
11 Deborah Gorham, Vera Brittain: A Feminist Life (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 183-184. 
12 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1992). 
13 John Gillis, “Introduction. Memory and Identity: the History of a Relationship,” in Commemorations: 





of history.  This study seeks to examine both of these categories in order to understand 
how the messages about the war that students received outside and inside of the 
classroom tended to reinforce each other.   
Memorials were created on a school by school basis and were primarily focused 
on remembering alumni who had been killed in the war.  Each school approached the 
process of commemoration with its own history, resources, and needs for the postwar 
world.  This resulted in a wide variety of memorial forms both between public and state 
sponsored schools and from one school to another.  Despite these differences, school 
memorials often expressed similar messages about the war by drawing on the same 
traditional language and visual symbolism.  Many historians have explored the ways in 
which history is a form of memory, but one that is separated from popular memory by its 
professional institutions and rules of evidence.14  In British secondary schools, the 
teaching of the war as history drew on conversations that were nationwide in character 
and rooted in both the increasing professionalization of history as well as its expansion as 
a modern school subject.  Both trends were expressed by the establishment of the 
Historical Association in 1906 to provide a forum for discussion among professional 
historians and teachers.  Conversations among members of the central government’s 
Board of Education and the Historical Association informed the coverage of the war in 
individual textbooks, creating a common language of citizenship that served as a parallel 
to memorial language and often supported similar notions of group identity. 
                                                
14 For example, see Jay M. Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the 





 In their 2005 historiography of World War I, The Great War in History: Debates 
and Controversies 1914 to the Present, Jay Winter and Antoine Prost discuss the ways in 
which recent historians have turned toward a focus on cultural history as a way of 
understanding how those involved in wartime societies across Europe made sense of their 
experiences.15  One of the most significant explorations of this theme in British history 
has been Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory.  Fussell examines World 
War I as the starting point for “modern memory” by exploring the conventions of irony 
and satire that were used in British literature and poetry to portray the experience of the 
Western Front.  He also includes a discussion of the literary imaginations that British 
soldiers brought with them to the trenches, including the language of “high diction,” 
which he describes as a process of elevating language, such as “soldiers” becoming 
“warriors” and “the dead” becoming “the fallen.”  Fussell is primarily interested in the 
ironic uses of this form of language or its replacement by more cynical descriptions, but 
he also notes that while “this system of “high” diction was not the least of the ultimate 
casualties of the war… its staying power was astonishing.”16  The language of “high 
diction” was central to memorials and commemorative ceremonies and was occasionally 
used in history textbooks. 
Works by Samuel Hynes17 and Dan Todman18 are both similarly interested in the 
ways in which the current myths of World War I have been formed and transmitted in 
                                                
15 Jay M. Winter and Antoine Prost, The Great War in History: Debates and Controversies 1914 to the 
Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) 
16 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 21-22. 
17 Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (New York: Atheneum, 
1991). 





British culture.  Todman, in particular, emphasizes how there were multiple possible 
myths during the war, which have since grown stronger or weaker or even disappeared 
based on subsequent events.  This viewpoint helps to locate many of the dominant 
narratives of the interwar years as myths that were once possible but have faded with 
time.  Other scholars, including Jay Winter, have taken this recent focus on the memory 
of World War I in a different direction by examining the ways in which many people 
made sense of their wartime experiences and losses through traditional forms of 
mourning often connected with religion.19  In his work on Armistice Day, Adrian 
Gregory similarly argues that, “the memory of the war was determined by existing 
predilections in the culture, political, religious and “communitarian,” rather than the other 
way around” and “that the memory of the war was not constant and that in fact it was 
being reshaped by political, diplomatic and economic events during the inter-war period 
rather than shaping them.20  While many of these studies help to shed light on the 
processes involved in creating the visions of the war promoted by educational 
institutions, few of them have explicitly extended the study of World War I and memory 
to this context.  
 Historians of British education have often focused on the ways in which the 
institutions of education create, or at least aim to create, particular group identities, 
defined in terms of nation, race, class, gender, and other categories.  Given Benedict 
Anderson’s theory of the nation as an “imagined community,” which explains that 
                                                
19 Jay M. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 





nationalism is not an inherent category but is constructed through processes of 
communication and imagination, 21 Stephen Heathorn has argued that education forms an 
important part of “the ‘how’ of nationalism.”22  By examining the construction of 
overlapping national, racial, and gender identities in the English elementary school from 
1880-1914, Heathorn outlines a “near systematic process” by which primarily working 
class students were taught “not just the place of their country in world affairs, but – more 
importantly – their own “place” in the complex abstraction called a nation.”23  Valerie 
Chancellor has explored similar processes in history textbooks from the period of 1800-
1914,24 and John MacKenzie25 and Kathryn Castle26 have focused specifically on the 
theme of empire in textbooks and other children’s books.  Scholars of England’s elite 
public schools have also studied the ways in which these institutions promoted group 
identities that supported the nation and the empire, including J. A. Mangan’s work on 
athletics.27  Most of these authors are primarily concerned with how British education 
helped to create British attitudes on the eve of World War I, and many of their studies 
end in 1914.  Peter Parker shares this concern but also carries his work forward by 
examining public school participation in the war.  He argues that the prewar “public 
                                                
21 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 2nd ed. 
(London: Verso, 1991). 
22 Stephen Heathorn, For Home, Country, and Race: Constructing Gender, Class, and Englishness in the 
Elementary School, 1880-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), vii. 
23 Ibid, ix, viii.   
24 Valerie E. Chancellor, History for their Masters: Opinion in the English History Textbook 1800-1914 
(New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1970). 
25 John M. MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion 1880-1960 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). 
26 Kathryn Castle, Britannia’s Children: Reading Colonialism Through Children’s Books and Magazines 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996).  
27 J. A. Mangan, Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School: The Emergence and 





school ethos” trained schoolboys to be ideal officer material in future wars, but in no way 
prepared them for the specific nature of the fighting in World War I, leading to a 
profound sense of disillusionment.28  While this disconnect is central to understanding 
many of the present day myths surrounding the Great War, Parker’s characterization of 
the public school ethos as “the old lie” underestimates the important ways in which it 
continued to be mobilized to explain and remember the war throughout the interwar 
years.  Although all of these studies provide useful methods for examining the ways in 
which education helps to create group identities, none of them have fully examined the 
impact of World War I on this process or explored the identities promoted by educational 
institutions during the interwar years.   
 This study hopes to bring together the two trends in scholarship outlined above in 
a way that fills gaps in each.  Given the broad cultural importance of memories of the 
war, what was the role of education in creating multiple forms of remembrance?  
Likewise, given the significance of the ways in which prewar educational institutions 
promoted specific visions of nationalism and group identity, how did the war reinforce or 
alter this process?  By answering these two questions together it becomes possible to 
more fully understand the legacies of the Great War in British culture.  School and 
government administrators, prominent alumni, professional historians, and others who 
established memorial practices and determined curricula in Britain’s public and state 
sponsored secondary school systems generally cooperated with each other to meet the 
perceived needs of interwar society.  In doing so, they chose to mobilize the memory of 
                                                





the Great War to promote traditional forms of national, class, and gender identity.  The 
resulting narratives of the war were powerful and often comforting, but eventually gave 
way to other myths as subsequent events undermined their initial hopes for the future and 
refocused the nation’s understanding of the war around the themes of horror and futility. 
 In order to understand how memories of World War I operated in British schools, 
it is necessary to consider the experience of school communities during the war.  This 
theme is explored in Chapter 1, which draws primarily on public school magazines from 
Eton College, Harrow School, Rugby School, Merchant Taylors’ School, and St. Paul’s 
School.29  These magazines help to create a picture of the impact of the war on these 
communities and the ways in which current schoolboys and alumni, “old boys,” 
understood both the events of the conflict and their own roles in the nation in a time of 
war.  Such conversations were conditioned by a variety of factors, including the ideals of 
the public school ethos, propaganda, censorship, and self-censorship, which highlighted 
the difficulties of communication during the war.  Finally, these conversations about the 
war created multiple narratives, some of which later informed methods of 
commemoration while others were excluded from this process.   
 Chapter 2 focuses on school memorials and includes discussions of the processes 
and debates surrounding their construction, evaluations of the memorials themselves, and 
notes on dedications and other commemorative ceremonies.  Again, the focus is on the 
public schools, but the chapter also includes discussions of state school memorials as a 
point of comparison.  Part of this disparity in coverage is due to a lack of available 
                                                
29 All five of these schools were recognized by the 1861 Clarendon Commission as being among England’s 





archival material regarding individual state sponsored schools.  While the differences 
between public and state school memorials are significant in terms of form, complexity, 
and availability of resources, there are significant areas of overlap regarding both their 
overall message and their use of the language of “high diction.”  The memorials 
promoted visions of traditional identity based on the volunteer spirit, leadership, 
sportsmanship, Christianity, and patriotism through both texts and visuals.  They 
remained a permanent part of the schools’ landscapes, but could also be reinterpreted or 
ignored based on subsequent events, thus undermining some of their creators’ didactic 
aims.   
 Shifting to the question of curriculum, Chapter 3 explores the conversations about 
the teaching of history that took place leading up to, during, and following World War I, 
and which influenced both public and state sponsored schools.  Many conversations in 
both the government Board of Education and the Historical Association and their 
resulting policy recommendations shifted during the war to account for new realities in 
international affairs.  These led to the promotion of the teaching of more recent history, 
more military and naval history, and more history of other areas of the world, especially 
Europe, the United States, and the British Empire.  At the same time, prewar and postwar 
conversations supported very similar aims of teaching citizenship, and this theme was 
strengthened by the nature of total war and the 1918 extension of the franchise.  In 
addition, these conversations were closely tied to the expansion of government control 
over education, the growth of history as a school subject, and the professionalization of 





citizenship, brought with them a desire for professional control of the school curriculum 
to the exclusion of recommendations from groups such as the LNU.   
 Finally, Chapter 4 carries the discussion of curriculum into an exploration of how 
the war was portrayed in British history textbooks during the interwar years.  Most 
textbook authors promoted the general attitudes toward history and citizenship outlined in 
the previous chapter and served to bring these messages directly to students.  They 
celebrated British victories, especially those of the navy; found heroism even in stalemate 
and defeat; praised British industry and scientific innovation; and applauded the 
contributions of the British Empire.  In addition, many of the earlier textbooks looked to 
the future with hopes for a more peaceful world, and later revisions altered these initial 
conclusions based on subsequent economic crises, the growth of dictatorships on the 
continent, and the failures of the League of Nations.  By the end of World War II, not 
only did the hopes of groups like the LNU seem entirely fanciful, but many of the 
elements of the dominant interwar narrative of the Great War in British education had 





CHAPTER 1: SCHOOL COMMUNITIES DURING THE WAR 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 When Britain entered World War I on August 4, 1914, many schools were on 
their summer holidays.  By the time the October 15 edition of the Rugby School 
magazine the Meteor was published, its editors felt “ashamed to find ourselves so 
apparently inactive” while so many Old Rugbeians, school masters, and even older 
students were now representing the school “well and nobly” in “the armies of the 
Empire.”  Despite this initial frustration with their position on the sidelines of this great 
adventure, the boys of Rugby quickly reaffirmed that they had a part to play by simply 
continuing their schooling.  Assuming that they would be needed at the front when they 
were a bit older, they asserted that “now, if ever, it is the fixed duty for us who remain to 
see that our machine runs on without a hitch, training up the new generations on whom 
now more than before our country will in the future depend.”30 
This response from one of England’s great public schools paralleled a general 
nationwide enthusiasm at the start of the war, but also expressed ideas of nobility and 
duty as well as a focus on empire that were central to public school communities.  In 
particular, the belief that a public school education would give these schoolboys a unique 
ability to serve their country reflected and reaffirmed many the traditions that comprised 
what Parker calls the “public school ethos.”  One was the use of the public schools “to 
                                                





create servants of empire”31 in both civil and military capacities, and boys were trained to 
view the British Empire as an agent of progress in the world.  This training for empire 
was rooted in the values of “subordination of self to the community, personal striving for 
the common weal, the upholding of traditions and loyalty to the community.”32  These 
ideals all implied a pressure to conform that was part of house and school spirit and 
would implicitly be transferred to national and imperial patriotism upon graduation.  One 
notable element of school spirit was the “cult of athletics” which supported ideas of 
“muscular Christianity” and militarism, as “games became invested with spiritual 
qualities”33 and were understood as “imprinting qualities of bravery, steadfastness and 
perseverance.”34  In addition, the schools’ Officer Training Corps (OTC) provided basic 
training that was  “militaristic in a sentimental, theoretical rather than grimly practical” 
manner.35  Academically, the public school curriculum was dominated by the classics, a 
knowledge of which remained “the mark of a cultured man.”36  Classical stories provided 
public schoolboys with soldier role models, glorified images of battle, and phrases to help 
explain and commemorate death, such as “dulce et decorum est, pro patria mori.”37  
Christianity was also an important element of gentlemanly character and was connected 
to war in terms of ideas of chivalry and self-sacrifice.  Finally, both the public schools 
                                                
31 Edward C. Mack, Public Schools and British Opinion Since 1860: The Relationship Between 
Contemporary Ideas and the Evolution of an English Institution (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1941), 
180. 
32 Peter Parker, The Old Lie: The Great War and the Public School Ethos (London: Constable, 1987), 54. 
33 Ibid, 80. 
34 J. A. Mangan, Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School: The Emergence and 
Consolidation of an Educational Ideology 2nd ed. (London: Frank Cass, 2000), 195. 
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and the army were all-male institutions in which boys and later men were socialized in 
the values of British masculinity.  These traditions of public school education all helped 
to shape the ways in which schoolboys and old boys thought about and communicated 
their wartime experiences. 
Both their gentlemanly education and the small amount of military training 
obtained in the OTC made public school boys the perfect recruits for junior officer 
positions at a time when England’s army was still both voluntary and deeply segregated 
along class lines.  At the outbreak of the war, public school alumni, known as “old boys,” 
some school masters, and many of the oldest students enlisted voluntarily in large 
numbers.  The vast majority received commissions as officers.  Due to the particular 
nature of trench warfare on the Western Front, these low-level command positions were 
among the most dangerous in the army, and, as a result, the casualty figures for public 
schools stood well above the national average.  Nationwide about 12.5 percent of 
combatants were killed,38 but for public schools the death toll was 20 percent, with 
Harrow School recording one of the highest casualty rates at 27 percent.39  In addition, at 
Eton “of those who died almost twenty percent left Eton between 1914 and 1917.”40  
Many of the boys who had greeted the outbreak of the war with complaints of being 
“apparently inactive” were indeed able to fight and die for their country before the war 
came to an end.  Also, as the first total war, World War I had a greater impact than 
previous wars on the home front, including the school communities.  
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 World War I occurred at a time when the status of their public school education 
formed an important part of both schoolboys’ and old boys’ identities, and their wartime 
experiences often strengthened this commitment to their school communities.  Among the 
most important media for communicating this sense of community were school 
magazines such as Eton College’s Eton College Chronicle, Harrow School’s Harrovian, 
Merchant Taylors’ School’s Taylorian, Rugby School’s Meteor, and St. Paul’s School’s 
Pauline.  These magazines were edited by students and published anywhere from weekly 
to once or twice a term.  They were circulated within the school and also sent to old boys, 
who were often nostalgic for their own schooldays.  Parker describes the stereotypical old 
boy as an alumnus “whose tie or blazer proclaimed his place of education, whose 
donations to assorted appeals proclaimed his belief in the future of his old school, and 
whose lachrymose displays of emotion upon hearing the School Song betrayed his 
attachment to its past,” and argues that this devotion was almost religious in nature.41  In 
peacetime, these magazines recorded the everyday life of the school including: coverage 
of sporting events, reports on debate groups and other student societies, records of awards 
and scholarships, descriptions of performances and lectures, general editorials, letters 
from old boys, and announcements of old boys’ achievements.  During the war, 
magazines took on the additional functions of publishing lists of old boys serving in the 
military and the school’s Roll of Honour, listing the school’s wounded, dead, and 
decorated soldiers.  Several regular features also reflected the impact of the war, 
                                                





including debates about wartime policies, editorials on food rationing, and letters from 
old boys who were serving in the military.   
 Britain’s state sponsored schools did not often possess the same types of 
magazines, and the focus on communication during the war in this chapter will, therefore, 
focus almost exclusively on the public school.  It is important, however, to consider the 
impact of the war on state schools.  As in the public schools, the departure of older 
students and masters for the military disrupted these communities, and, in addition, many 
students also left to join the workforce.  Wartime experiences added to preexisting 
concerns that “a lack of advanced education for industrial workers … was even partly 
responsible for national economic and industrial difficulties,” which contributed to calls 
for postwar educational reform within the state system.42 
Any war creates difficulties of communication, and World War I is often 
portrayed as an experience in which the combination of censorship, propaganda, and self-
censorship led to a problematic divide between soldiers and both their government and 
the civilian population they were supposedly defending.  The connections that school 
magazines created between old boy soldiers and current students helped to bridge this 
gap, which was also sometimes a generational division, by emphasizing the community 
of the school.  Current students were able to let old boys know how the school 
community was learning about the war and reacting to its demands, and old boys used the 
magazines as a forum to share their frontline experiences with the younger generation.  
However, the problems of military censorship and forms of self-censorship partly shaped 
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by the public school ethos remained.  As a result, school communities’ discussions and 
memories of the war were often divorced from the realities and horrors of the wartime 
experience and instead became framed in the language of “high diction” that perpetuated 
a sense of traditional class, gender, and national identity.  School memorials at both 
public and state institutions generally grew out of this shared heroic vision, often 
overlooking other narratives of the war and the ways in which schoolboys had come to 
understand their own roles as participants in the nation’s total war effort.   
 
WORLD WAR I AS A PROBLEM OF COMMUNICATION 
 
British censorship during World War I existed on both military and domestic 
levels and was accompanied by a general government obsession with secrecy.  In the 
military, soldiers’ letters home were censored by their commanding officers.  In turn the 
officers’ letters were technically subject to review by their superiors, but in practice this 
was not often done due to the fact that “few COs felt comfortable about reading the 
personal correspondence of their social equals.”43  Military censorship aimed to withhold 
information on troop locations and movements from Britain’s enemies, but it was also 
designed to curtail any descriptions of war likely to hurt home front morale.  These aims 
were often supported by the fact that the troops themselves frequently had little idea of 
how their position fit into the larger picture, making it difficult for them to offer any 
statement as to how the war as a whole was progressing.  In addition, while soldiers were 
invited to share their stories, it was expected that they be entertaining and cheerful.   
                                                





 Domestic censorship aimed to shape public opinion through omitting any 
discussions likely to undermine support for the war.  Beginning in August 1914, the 
government essentially had authority under the Defence of the Realm Act to place Britain 
under martial law.  Though meant to give the executive power to tighten military security 
if necessary, Parliament amended the act in late August to permit regulations “to prevent 
the spread of reports likely to cause disaffection or alarm.”44  These powers widened in 
interpretation as the war progressed, becoming an easy justification for many kinds of 
censorship and suppression.  The government Press Bureau also “withheld news of 
defeats and did its best to underestimate casualties, so that ‘massive losses’ were 
something that only happened to the enemy.”45  A. J. P. Taylor has sharply criticized the 
government’s manipulation of information, arguing that “security operated more against 
the British public than against the enemy” and that Asquith’s coalition was “a perfect 
government, if the object of politics be to silence criticism.”46  In the absence of real 
information, the public was in a position to accept propaganda versions of the war.   
 Propaganda is most successful when it supports and magnifies existing beliefs, 
and, in the case of World War I, much of British propaganda rested on the dichotomies of 
British freedom, democracy, legality, fair play, and gentlemanliness against German (or 
Prussian) militarism, treaty violations, and brutality.  In particular, as Nicoletta Gullace 
has explained, propagandists focused on portrayals of the German invasion of Belgium as 
“rape,” thereby using gender assumptions as the most emotional way to mobilize support 
                                                
44 Bills Public 1914, Defence of the Realm (No. 2), Bill 383, National Archives. 
45 Parker, 197. 





for the war.  In addition, rumors of German “atrocities” in Belgium were given credibility 
through the report of the Bryce Commission, which “was in essence called upon to 
conduct a mock inquiry that would substitute the good name of Lord Bryce for the 
thousands of missing names of the anonymous victims.”47  Government propaganda also 
gained credibility through the cooperation of many of Britain’s prominent writers, who 
“pledged themselves to England’s cause with the same zeal as their younger brethren 
who rushed to join the armed forces,” 48 as explored by Peter Buitenhuis.  Finally, the 
cooperation of the press, most notably Lord Northcliffe’s Times and Daily Mail, with the 
government’s war effort was central to shaping and limiting the information available for 
public consumption.  During the war, the Northcliffe papers were quite concerned with 
making sure that “massive losses” only happened to the enemy and reported even the 
most dismal Allied failures with a positive tone.49  All three examples show how the 
government set the agenda for public discussion through appealing to the perceived 
credibility of various sources of authority within British society, a pattern that was 
repeated in the construction of the dominant narratives of the war in interwar education. 
 In this climate of censorship and propaganda, many people willingly expressed a 
positive attitude toward the war and a belief in British war aims.  Their statements could 
be derived either from real conviction or the belief that, for a variety of reasons, telling 
the truth about the war was simply not worth the trouble.  In the case of the public 
schools, ideal images of war derived from classical literature and notions of chivalry 
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helped make public schoolboys and old boys enthusiastic for war in the abstract, but did 
not prepare them for the realities of modern warfare in World War I.50  This same 
dynamic can be applied to British society in general as popular images of war were often 
derived from the experiences of imperial warfare and invoked promises of adventure and 
easy victory.  These images became an easy language to fall back on after problems of 
self-censorship made it difficult for soldiers to express what was really happening.  In the 
case of public school old boys serving at the front, one must remember that the vast 
majority of them were junior officers and were therefore responsible for censoring the 
letters of their men, but that their own letters were not often censored by their superiors.  
In this position, they would be aware of the demands of military censorship, mindful of 
the impressions that their communications created, and concerned with fulfilling their 
leadership role by setting a good example to both their men and those at home.   
One aspect of self-censorship was the unwillingness to describe the war to a given 
audience.  Communication to the schools would have been particularly vulnerable to this 
form of self-censorship considering both the young age of schoolboys, making 
disillusionment seem particularly harsh, as well as their status as potential recruits should 
the war continue much longer.  For many soldiers their unwillingness to disillusion those 
at home contributed to a belief that it was actually impossible to communicate what the 
war was really like given the unprecedented character of modern trench warfare.  Fussell 
argues that “We have made unspeakable mean indescribable: it really means nasty,” 
explaining that while the English language can easily create phrases such as “intestines 
                                                





gushing out over his hands” actual writing about the war rarely uses such graphic 
descriptions.51  As a result, when schoolboys and old boys described their war 
experiences, from dealing with food rationing to being under enemy fire, they often 
qualified their descriptions by using “high diction,” which drew on the rhetoric of both 
classical ideals and chivalry.  Another way to soften descriptions of the war was through 
humor and cheerfulness, often connected to the portrayal of war as a game or adventure.   
 Finally, these problems of communication were all highlighted and made to seem 
ridiculous due to the fact that physical communication was actually quite easy.  The 
postal system between Britain and the Western Front was so efficient that even packages 
were usually received within about two days.52  Fussell argues that this proximity 
“constituted a further satire on the misery of the troops in their ironic close exile.”53  As a 
result, knowingly or unknowingly many soldiers found themselves in a situation where 
they were able to communicate a great deal with those at home, yet this communication 
rarely contributed to a greater sense of understanding.  Public school magazines 
preserved these attempts at communication.  On the one hand, they portrayed the schools 
learning about the war, nobly suffering through its hardships, and continuing the glorious 
traditions of their institutions.  On the other, they presented the personal stories of a self-
selecting group of old boys who continued to find a sense of community in their schools, 
offered touching responses to the deaths of fellow soldiers, performed valuable charity 
work, and, most importantly, lived out the dream of war as a great adventure.   
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COMMUNICATION FROM THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS TO THE FRONT 
 
 In recording the daily life of the schools, magazines published during the war 
years created a picture of how schoolboys learned about and discussed the war as it was 
happening and how the demands of total war made an impact on these usually self-
contained communities.  All schools constantly drew attention to the service of their old 
boys through publishing war lists and rolls of honour in magazines, as well as posting 
them at school and reading them out in chapel services.  In addition, the war became the 
subject of many special lectures on personal experiences, general military strategy, and 
the duties of the home front.  Many school debate societies also took up subjects relating 
to national war aims.  Other boys used the forum of the school magazine more directly, 
writing editorials on the changes in the school population, the place of sports in war, the 
absence of usual festivities, food rationing, and holiday war work.  While it is unclear to 
what extent these articles or editorials were directed specifically to old boys serving in 
the military, it is safe to assume that they would have read with interest these reports on 
how their old school was responding to the war in which they were serving.   
 As soon as the war began, magazines started publishing war lists containing not 
only the records of those who had been killed or wounded but also recognitions of awards 
and brief notes on every old boy serving in the war.  These lists often appeared at the 
beginning of the magazine, sometimes commanding the first page, and they emphasized 
the school’s pride in its members’ service.  For example, at Rugby W. N. Wilson, master 
of the Army Class, took charge of compiling the school’s war records, and the November 





taking.”54  Later, in introducing a revised list of over 1200 names, the editors reminded its 
readers that, “if our School record is to be anything like complete, we must have 
information from O.R.s themselves, or from their friends,” and went on to specify that, 
“the particulars asked for are: Name, initials, House, date of entry to the School, rank, 
unit, regiment.”55  By asking for records expressed in the simple terms of who a man was 
at school and where he was serving now, the editors implied both that the school’s 
reputation was now determined by the service of its old boys and that school affiliation 
remained a central component of the identities of those men.  This concern with 
recordkeeping continued throughout the war, occasionally taking on a competitive note.  
In the February 29, 1915 issue of the Meteor the editors specifically rejected the notion 
that Rugby “should follow the example of many other Public Schools and send statistics 
to the Press, showing that we are not behind others” since “there are ways of serving a 
country other than by joining the military or naval forces.”56  Nevertheless, the focus on 
military service persisted and also overlapped with popular conceptions of the soldier as 
an ideal of masculinity.57  This reinforced the belief of current schoolboys that such 
service was the logical choice for them upon leaving school.  It would also have 
contributed to the belief of old boys already serving that their school and country valued 
and would continue to remember their service.  Finally, before the introduction of 
conscription, it may have served as a recruiting tool by creating peer pressure to enlist.   
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 Within these published lists, the most detailed attention was paid to those 
individuals who were either awarded military honors or killed.  These two recognitions 
frequently went hand in hand, as awards were often given to those whose bravery had led 
to their deaths, but also because the list of those killed was universally referred to as the 
“Roll of Honour.”  For example, the June 1918 edition of the Pauline announced the 
award of the Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest military honor, to Major (Acting 
Lieutenant-Colonel) O. C. S. Watson “For most conspicuous bravery, self-sacrificing 
devotion to duty, and exceptionally gallant leading during a critical period of operations.”  
The article described Watson’s position in a trench that was under “continual attacks” 
and his leadership of a counter-attack in which “outnumbered, he finally ordered his men 
to retire, remaining himself in a communication trench to cover the retirement, though he 
faced almost certain death by so doing.”  Watson was indeed killed in covering this 
retreat, but his assault had “without doubt saved the line.”58  Obituaries for those who had 
not won awards were often shorter, but carried similar celebrations of their character.  
Many included statements from commanding officers, which were most often taken from 
letters informing family members of their deaths.  One example is a notice from the 
Taylorian on the death of Second Lieutenant H. J. R. Moseley, whose Colonel wrote, “He 
is a great loss to the Battalion, as he was an excellent officer of high courage and strict 
discipline.  His men were very fond of him, and he set them a very fine example.”59  
Many also emphasized other aspects of a man’s character, such as the notice in the Eton 
College Chronicle on George Edward Taylor-Whitehead who not only “never missed a 
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day’s duty,” but was also “always a plucky boy” and “played a good game of football.”60  
These short reports therefore provided a way for schoolboys to gain a glimpse of army 
life and battle, but in a way that consistently emphasized death as a glorious self-
sacrifice.  They also served a didactic function by offering examples of the ideals of 
masculinity and patriotism that schoolboys should try to emulate.61 
 The magazines’ reports of formal lectures began to move away from this 
emphasis on the individual, but several speakers focused on their personal experiences of 
the war.  In a lecture given at Eton on “Trench Warfare” Captain E. B. Greer outlined “a 
typical day in the life of a Company Officer” and then went on to “describe in full detail 
two local trench to trench attacks.”  In this latter section of his talk, Greer provoked a 
great deal of laughter with his “description of the effects of high-explosive on the human 
mind.”  Of course the human minds in question were not his fellow British soldiers but 
the surviving Germans whom Greer found “in uncontrollable floods of tears.” 62  Much 
like the “massive losses” discussed in the press, psychological trauma was supposedly 
something that happened only to the enemy.  G. N. Pyke presented a different type of 
personal experience in his lecture on his escape from Ruhleben prison in Berlin, where he 
had been imprisoned for being a foreign correspondent.63  This story both outlined how 
war could be dangerous and adventurous for civilians as well as military personnel and 
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also portrayed German society in general as prison-like and intolerant of freedoms 
supposedly enjoyed by the press in Britain.   
 A second type of lecture moved to a broader view of the war as explained by 
various experts.  One of these was Hilaire Belloc, a wartime correspondent for the journal 
Land and Water and one of the writers recruited to support government propaganda 
efforts early in the war.64  The boys at Rugby found Belloc to be “very well worth 
hearing” when he spoke to them in March 1915 in a lecture simply titled “The War.”  
Belloc was optimistic and promised that, “In May, Archangel, Vladivostok, and perhaps 
the Dardanelles would be open to us,” in part due to the fact that, “we were already 
superior in material” and “the German wasteage was greater than ours.”  At the same 
time, Belloc admitted that the fighting on the Western Front was now a war of attrition 
“the object of which was not so much to gain ground as to make the enemy lose more 
heavily than ourselves,” but he seemed to embrace this strategy.65  Another lecturer on 
general strategy was Arthur J. H. Pollen, a businessman, expert on naval gunnery, and 
naval journalist for Land and Water,66 who spoke twice at Rugby on topics relating to the 
British Navy.  While Pollen admitted that winning command of the seas did not mean 
immediate victory, he asserted that it did “make it possible to do all sorts of things toward 
the termination of the war.”  He praised the British Navy for gaining this command 
within twenty-four hours of the start of the war and discussed the use of the Navy to 
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deploy troops and create a blockade to starve the enemy into surrender.67  At a later date, 
Pollen invoked “the spirit of those who fought under Nelson” in lecturing on the Battle of 
Jutland, which he described as “a great naval victory.”68  While these reports of lectures 
all portrayed schoolboys as eager to learn about the strategies of the war, they also 
highlighted the ways in which their vision of the war was shaped by incredibly 
optimistic, if not propagandistic, descriptions of the fighting and chances for victory.   
 Another type of formal lecture aimed at teaching boys not what was happening in 
the war abroad but what their wartime responsibilities were at home.  These lectures 
primarily focused on the topic of “war economy,” including one at Eton explaining “how 
great an extent our own individual expenditure affected the expenditure of the country as 
a whole.”69  At both Harrow and Rugby similar lectures were given by Hartley Withers, 
Financial Advisor to the Treasury, who explained to the boys of Rugby that “the purchase 
of any articles that were not absolutely necessary was, in the long run, helping Germany, 
because men that could be employed better elsewhere were thus being unnecessarily 
detained.”70  Such advice helped to create a climate in which boys were encouraged to 
view the war’s economic impact on their lives as not annoying but patriotic.   
 Actual acceptance of war economy measures was subject to a great deal of 
discussion, including a debate at Eton on “the beer question.”71  Many debates, however, 
revolved around more serious topics of national war aims and policies.  While it is 
difficult to discover how boys discussed these matters on a daily basis, school magazines, 
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especially those at Eton and Rugby, often published records of school debate societies.  
In addition, magazine editorials often commented on similar issues.  At Eton, one of the 
first debates during the war was on “whether the annihilation of Prussia was desirable.”  
Though they “decided that it was inadvisable to annihilate Prussia, by the slight majority 
of 12 votes to 10,” the boy who proposed the motion argued at some length for “the 
annihilation of her political entity” meaning “the reduction of her armaments, the 
curtailment of her territories, and the establishment of a government of broad democratic 
principles.”  He also referred to “the career of Germany in history” as “a story of blood 
and robbery.”72  The boys of the Rugby School Debate Society turned to another aspect 
of war aims in debating the motion “That the Allies having proclaimed the rights of small 
nations, it is the duty of the Government at once to remedy the grievances of Ireland,” 
which was lost by 31 votes to 32.  Opinions in this debate varied from a defense of “the 
magnificent record of the Irish troops in the war” to a statement that England should try 
to “win the affection of the Irish people” even though they “were of a different race” to a 
criticism of “the incompetence and unscientific methods of the Irish.”73  Many boys 
undoubtedly saw debates as a place to be funny or express outrageous views.  It is also 
clear from the examples above that at least some boys, as members of the nation’s social 
and political elite, were interested in the same contemporary events that were being 
debated in the highest levels of government.   
 In addition to discussing war aims, debate societies also addressed other wartime 
policies such as the introduction of conscription.  In the October 14, 1915 issue of the 
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Eton College Chronicle, at a time when voluntary recruiting was slowing down 
considerably, an article discussed how at Eton everyone “volunteers” for the OTC 
because “public opinion makes it compulsory.”  The author held up this system of 
socially enforced conformity as the ideal, and suggested that Eton should lead the way 
with conscription, ending with the question “Should not we at Eton be setting a good 
example to our fellow men if we put our feelings in our pockets and did, under 
compulsion, that which we now do voluntarily?”74  The Rugby School Debate Society 
took up the issue of conscription soon after the passage of the Military Service Act, 
debating the motion “This House regrets the introduction of the Conscription Bill.”  
While the motion was eventually lost 8 to 56, a handful of students spoke out against 
conscription, arguing that it “was an insult to England and was a great moral victory for 
our enemies.”75  It would be difficult to know what, if anything, old boys serving at the 
front thought about these debates and whether they would have criticized the boys who 
spoke out against conscription for denying needed manpower to the army or praised them 
for defending the ideals of voluntary recruitment.  Either way, the debate societies were 
in a small way successful at upholding what the editor of the Meteor described as “the 
ideal of free criticism and the ideal of versatility and tolerance of the opinions of others” 
which were so “hard to maintain” in wartime.76 
 Most of the time, however, the boys did not reflect on the ways the war had 
influenced the deeply held ideals of their schools, but instead simply described and 
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reacted to the immediate changes taking place around them.  One of the most obvious 
was the disruption to the school community caused by the absence of older schoolboys 
and younger masters who had left to serve in the military.  For example, at Harrow as 
early as October 17, 1914 “the absence of so many masters” had already “called for a 
certain amount of rearrangement of forms.”77  In the case of Eton, the school also 
received some new members: a group of Belgian refugees.78  At Rugby the following fall, 
the editor of the Meteor lamented that, “many of those who would have become leaders 
in their time here have left prematurely,” but insisted that he did not mean to complain as 
they were “sacrificing themselves for their country.”  He therefore encouraged “the 
younger members of the School to come forward unhesitatingly and to undertake duties 
which in ordinary years they would not yet be called upon to face” so that Rugby might 
“worthily fulfill that great duty which awaits for her when the shadows of night flee, and 
the dawn breaks golden over our land, and our present griefs pass away like a dream.”79  
This is a great example of a current schoolboy expressing some of the war’s difficulties 
but qualifying them with lofty rhetoric.  This statement would reassure boys who had left 
school early to serve in the war that they were missed but that the school was carrying on 
nobly without them.  The editor of the Eton College Chronicle was much less high-
minded and regretted the loss of many of the older boys for the simple reason that “any 
conjectures which may have been made last Half about the Football season are entirely 
thrown out.”80  His response can either be read as irreverent and selfish or as an attempt 
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to minimize the impact of the war by making it seem like a somewhat amusing 
annoyance. 
 Another major change early in the war was the alteration in scheduling which 
created more time for OTC activities, usually at the expense of sports.  The OTC at all 
schools gained new recruits, with the High Master of St. Paul’s explicitly appealing “to 
all boys over sixteen years of age, unless physically unfit, to join the Officers’ Training 
Corps,” to which 115 new recruits replied.81  Even though the government took a less 
active role in organizing OTC events like the traditional summer camp, many schools 
held field days and camps with each other.  For example, in the October 1915 issue of the 
Taylorian a brief article noted that the school had participated in “a most successful 
private camp” with St. Paul’s and Dulwich.82  While old boys serving in the military 
would likely have been glad to hear that schoolboys were busy preparing themselves for 
war, they were often far more interested in school sporting events.  For example, B. L. 
Montgomery showed himself to be a typically nostalgic old boy by concluding his long 
letter to the Pauline about his experiences in the Battle of the Aisne with the remark “I 
suppose you are hard at football now; what will the XV be like this year?” and requesting 
the latest copy of the Pauline “as I should like to know the latest School news.”83  Maybe 
due to letters such as this one, but also because they were probably the most interesting 
part of the magazine for current schoolboys, the magazines continued to print pages of 
results from games between school houses and competitions with other schools.   
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 As already mentioned, the need for wartime economy was often a topic of 
conversation and one that had the greatest impact on the daily life of the schools.  Early 
in the war, schools were able to obtain all basic goods, but voluntarily cancelled major 
events in order to save money or donate to charities.  For example, in 1915 Eton did not 
celebrate the fourth of June with its usual festivities, but only held speeches in the Upper 
School, a practice that had also been observed during the Boer War,84 and at Rugby, 
Speech Day had “gone the way of all other functions in war time.”85  By the winter of 
1917, food shortages had become a more serious concern and prompted a great deal of 
complaining, even though public school boys were undoubtedly in a much better position 
than many of their working class counterparts.  Much of the magazines’ commentary on 
the issue of food was expressed in terms of adolescent humor, best exemplified by a 
young Harrovian’s brilliant parody: “The Charge of the Food Brigade (With Apologies to 
Tennyson)” beginning “Half a loaf, half a loaf/ Half a loaf only!” and speaking of great 
sacrifices endured as “Sugar was sundered/ All cakes forbidden” and so on.86  The many 
editorials on food in the Eton College Chronicle were not quite as clever but equally 
entertaining.  For example, the author of a February 15, 1917 article complained about 
the prominence of vegetables in the school food, accusing them of being “apologetic 
things, always coming up in some questionable form in the hope of being mistaken for 
something more substantial.”87  These articles would have helped schoolboys through this 
uncomfortable time by providing them with entertainment and assured old boys that 
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schoolboys were not living in luxury but were making some of their own sacrifices for 
the nation’s war effort and facing these small challenges with cheerfulness and laughter.  
 One final way in which the war changed the daily life of the schools was by 
forcing boys to work on holidays and sometimes during the school year, often on nearby 
farms.  For example, as early as the summer of 1916, H. A. Saltmarch, a farmer near 
Cambridge and an old boy, took charge of recruiting boys from Merchant Taylors’ “to 
help with the harvest in his district.”88  More rural schools, such as Rugby, planted crops 
on or near school property, raising their own potatoes from start to finish.  A detailed 
description of potato farming appeared in the December 3, 1917 edition of the Meteor in 
which “Tyrtaeus” made the potato field the subject of his “song” beginning: “It is only 
the fear of depriving Homer of his well-earned laurels that deters me from recounting in 
epic verse the mighty deeds of the Potato Field.”  Complete with references to the 
Augean stables, Castor and Pollux, and Nestor, “Tyrtaeus’s song” ends with “A signal 
victory, but not without bloodshed.  For who are these, who come with bent head and 
slow step?  Honour to the dead!  They bear a pitchfork, broken in the cause of 
Freedom.”89  Thus, raised language could itself become comedy.   
 Discussions of the war in these school communities, as recorded in magazines, 
reflected the elements of the public school ethos and created a picture of school life that 
probably would have appealed to old boys serving in the military.  Students were given 
several opportunities to learn about and debate the war and many were interested in doing 
so.  At the same time, continued commitment to the internal life of the school, 
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particularly to athletics, remained a priority for most boys.  In a similar way, annoyance 
at the impact of the war on everyday life was balanced by both an ongoing commitment 
to the school and nation’s war effort and also an attitude of cheerfulness and humor.  
These trends all served to reassure old boys that the school was neither ignorant of nor 
indifferent to their wartime experiences, but that the values of the school community had 
remained essentially the same.  The public school was portrayed as an institution worth 
defending and as a way for old boys to continue to anchor their identities.   
 
COMMUNICATION FROM THE FRONT TO THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 
 School magazines in peacetime usually included correspondence sections with 
letters from both schoolboys and old boys.  During the war these sections often expanded 
to include more news from old boys serving in the military, or new features were added 
such as poems sent in by old boys to commemorate their fellow soldiers, periodic reports 
from school sponsored ambulance teams, or entire features of “Letters from the Front.”  
These communications formed one final way in which current schoolboys learned about 
the war.  It is important to keep in mind that the old boys who wrote these letters were a 
self-selecting group.  They obviously valued their public school identity and felt that they 
had stories that the magazine’s readers should know about or would enjoy.  In addition, 
the magazines probably received many more letters than they could print and editors 
would therefore have chosen what to publish based on similar criteria of loyalty to the 





 The magazines consistently emphasized the strength of the communities of old 
boys abroad and the value that old boys placed on continued communication with their 
old schools.  In contrast to the quiet fourth of June at Eton in 1915, Old Etonians in 
France celebrated “in a manner thoroughly worthy of the occasion” and a report of their 
festivities included a description of their use of “anti-German fireworks to celebrate the 
occasion.”90  School sprit was, therefore, explicitly related to patriotism and a sense of 
English identity.  Old boys also held large celebrations in more remote places including 
the Middle East.  British successes against the Ottoman Empire were some of the most 
celebrated of the war not only because they were more clearly described as “victories” 
than any gains on the Western Front but also because they were perceived as central to 
the defense of empire and often understood with reference to the crusades.  The June 22, 
1918 issue of the Harrovian included letters regarding Old Harrovian dinners in both 
Baghdad and Jerusalem.  In Jerusalem the dinner was presided over by the Bishop of 
Jerusalem, an Old Harrovian, who joined the other old boys in singing as “afterwards for 
some two hours the streets of Jerusalem resounded to the strains of Harrow songs.”  The 
event was such a success that “amidst loud cheers it was agreed to have another dinner on 
August 6th.”91  That same spring a similar dinner was held by Old Paulines in Baghdad, 
organized by H. A. Sams, an extremely enthusiastic old boy.  His letter to the Pauline 
recounted in great detail all of his visits with his fellow Old Paulines in both India and the 
Middle East, thereby underlining the ways in which old boy networks often overlapped 
with those of the imperial civil and military services.  Sams described how “it was good 
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to talk over old days, the masters, the porters, big and little, the groundman, and the tuck 
shop” and recalled toasts to “The King” and “The Old School, God bless it!”92  Merchant 
Taylors’ School emphasized the continued connection between the school and old boys 
by both sending Christmas gifts to those at the front and establishing an “Old Boys’ 
Comforts Committee” to send them other small presents.  One old boy, Dudley D. F. 
Hazel, wrote a thank you note for his Christmas gift stating that “I must say that MTS 
scored over every other school in this respect.”93  These letters all helped to give current 
schoolboys a picture of army life in which it was not only easy to remain a part of the 
school’s social network but also common to entertain and celebrate in grand style.   
 Most old boy soldiers who wrote to their school magazines did not attempt to 
diminish the significance of death in wartime.  They often expressed their loss of friends 
and former schoolmates in poetry, which helped to raise the language of mourning and 
invest death with meaning.  For example, one Old Etonian lamented the death of a friend 
in Flanders by describing him as “A modest, earnest lad,/ Who, at his country’s call,/ 
Surrendered what he had,/ Gave up his life, his all.”94  The October 1915 edition of the 
Harrovian War Supplement began with a poem “From the Dardanelles” in which its 
author justified the death of one friend by saying “his life is given a ransom for Europe’s 
liberty” and seemed prepared to join in this fellowship of sacrifice.  The poem ended on a 
religious, perhaps bordering on sacrilegious, note as the author envisioned “A sacrament 
most holy when e’er this Wine is poured,/ The Wine of the Blood of Harrow, shed in the 
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name of her Lord!”95  Finally, a sonnet in the December 1915 edition of the Pauline 
specifically portrayed a fellow soldier’s death as an honor for the school.  It described 
how as a schoolboy he had “read the names” displayed in the school “and wondered if his 
own/ Would ever grace the walls in letters bold” not knowing that “he for the School 
would gain/ A greater honour with a greater price -/ That, no long years of work, but 
bitter pain/ And his rich life, he was to sacrifice.”96  These expressions of loss sent in by 
old boys often echoed the sentiments of other obituary notices and reinforced images of 
death in battle as a glorious sacrifice.  Not only did this approach stress the value of the 
nation’s cause, in phrases such as “Europe’s liberty,” but it also offered a justification for 
continuing to fight so that the sacrifice of these men would not have been in vain.   
 Most letters from old boys, however, were less high-minded and consisted simply 
of detailed accounts of their personal experiences in the war.  One category of service 
discussed in the magazines was charity and humanitarian work, often relating to the Red 
Cross since many schools raised money to sponsor ambulance crews.  The men of the St. 
Paul’s School ambulance team sent frequent updates to the Pauline including a lengthy 
one in June 1915 at which time they were “having an extraordinarily good time, 
comparatively little work, and, thanks to a little private store, more than is good for us to 
eat.”  The writer, Denys Woods, regretted that his story was “rather uninteresting,” but 
continued to fill his letter with details of the rough winter crossing to France, a somewhat 
comic inspection, and descriptions of working at night along narrow roads where the 
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ambulance often got stuck in mud and shell holes which “only shows what one can 
become accustomed to.”  His tone combined cheerful excitement with the traditional 
British “stiff upper lip,” and he wished they were allowed closer to the frontline.  Perhaps 
the most exciting moment was when “one of our ambulances even got so far as to have a 
bullet through the canvas, of which its drivers are quite proud.”97  Harrow also boasted of 
the record of its ambulance crew, under the leadership of G. M. Trevelyan “on whom the 
King of Italy has bestowed the Silver Medal for Military Valour.”98  On a different note, 
 
Figure 1: “The School Ambulance at Ypres” sent by the school ambulance crew and 
published as the frontpiece of the October 28, 1915 edition of the Pauline.99 
 
one Old Harrovian wrote about his work in the British Embassy in Paris helping Belgian 
refugees and British subjects, including “coloured folk from the West Indies, Cypriotes, 
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Egyptians, Maltese, South Africans, natives from India – and in fact all classes, races and 
colours.”100  These stories emphasized both the solidarity of the British Empire as well as 
cooperation with other nations, and would also have served to help inspire readers to 
make further donations to school ambulance funds and other charity work.  
 By far the most common letters, and the ones that would probably have been read 
with the most interest, were those regarding the experience of battle.  These letters came 
from soldiers stationed all over the world, and one issue of the Taylorian included reports 
from old boys in East Africa, Nigeria, India, and France.101  Most expressed traditional 
notions of masculinity in presenting the war as either a difficult experience that they were 
facing with determination or as an adventure to be recounted with excitement.  One of the 
most realistic portrayals of trench warfare was a November 1914 letter to the Taylorian in 
which the author commented that “people have no idea what it is like until they go there,” 
and described how “shells were bursting within two yards of us as we were lying in the 
ditches… the weather here is rotten,” but also argued that “[we] have done what was 
required of us.”102  As the war continued, these realistic and relatively unemotional 
descriptions became less common and were replaced by those such as a letter from E. M. 
Shaw in the November 13, 1917 issue of the Pauline.  Shaw, who was killed shortly after 
writing this letter, was consistently upbeat even when discussing the effects of modern 
military technology in his comments that, “our losses were pretty large, in fact they 
would rather surprise you if you knew them; but considering that it is a matter of men v. 
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machinery it was jolly good.”103  The portrayal of battle as “jolly good” drew on 
nineteenth century conceptions of war as an imperial adventure.  Perhaps the greatest 
example of this was the article “Submarining in a Tank” from the Pauline.  Alfred H. 
Ballard’s tale of his participation in the battle of Cambrai was told in a quick and exciting 
tone, had a full cast of characters from adoring villagers to the enemy simply referred to 
as “the Boche,” invoked the apocalypse at the climax of the action, and summed 
everything up in the final lines: “Like all good stories, this one ends happily, as every 
man of the crew got away unhurt and the Commander received the M.C. [Military Cross], 
but we shall always remember the day we dived about 25 to 30 feet through a bridge into 
22 feet of water in a Tank, and even then cheated the Boche.”104  By minimizing losses or 
insisting that they were necessary, these letters gave schoolboys an image of war that was 
not only honorable but also incredibly exciting and offered hope that if they joined up 
their wartime adventures could also end “like all good stories.” 
 Did these communications from old boys at the front to the schools help to 
promote an understanding of the war or mask its realities?  Their emphasis on old boy 
events outlined a sense of community that was both real and valuable to its members.  At 
the same time, it is important to note that in affirming their public school connections 
these men celebrated a sense of identity that was only available to the privileged elite.  Of 
course, members of other classes could have had equally strong senses of community, but 
would not have had access to the same resources or leisure time with which to celebrate 
or document them.  In this way, communication served to underline a reality of wartime 
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Britain, that of class division particularly within the armed forces.  These letters also 
tended to portray an idealized image of the war and of Britain’s role in it in terms of 
cooperation with both Empire and Allies, the justice of the nation’s cause, the leadership 
of public school old boys, the possibilities of ultimate victory, and the excitement of 
battle itself.  In doing so they overlooked much of the horror of miserable living 
conditions, strategies of attrition, and offensive tactics that were devastating in the face of 
modern weapons such as long-range artillery, poison gas, and machine guns.  When they 
did describe some of these realities, they presented them as necessary evils to which one 
could only respond with a cheerful determination to carry on.  Given the forms of self-
censorship discussed earlier, it is unsurprising that old boys were often reluctant to 
describe fully their experiences to an audience of current schoolboys.  In addition, 
considering the ways in which their public school education had shaped their outlook on 
war, it is also unsurprising that their statements were expressed in predetermined forms 
ranging from commemorative verse to adventure tales.  While this combination of self-
censorship and the public school ethos provided a variety of viewpoints on the war, it 
also excluded many voices and experiences, and ultimately reinforced many schoolboys’ 
acceptance of the role of the school in “training up the new generation” in order to 
continue the fight.   
STATE SCHOOLS DURING THE WAR 
 
 The alumni of state sponsored secondary schools who were serving in the war 
would have been faced with many of the same problems of communication as public 





directed at their old schools in the same ways.  While magazines did exist at some 
schools, their resources were often limited by the war and publication was sometimes 
discontinued.  For example, in July 1920 Southgate County School published its first 
magazine since the war with a note that, “We, as a School community, share the national 
problem of re-construction.  During the last four years many of our School activities were 
thrust into the background by the exigencies of war.”  This issue of the magazine is then 
described as “another advance in the resumption of our normal school life.”105 
 While the problem of communication remains difficult to study, wartime 
disruptions to the communities of state sponsored schools are easier to trace and have 
been well summarized by D. H. Akenson.  As in the public schools, many school masters 
and older students left to serve in the military.  For example, as early as October 1914, 
roughly 9.2 percent of male elementary school teachers had joined the army.  While 
Akenson does not present similar statistics for secondary school teachers, he suggests that 
the percentage was probably even higher because there were a greater number of male 
teachers at the secondary level.106  Older students from state schools were also more 
likely than their public school counterparts to leave school for work in wartime 
industries.107  Education was further disrupted by the use of school buildings for 
hospitals, billeting soldiers, and military administration.108  These changes, Akenson 
argues, were all “highly disruptive” to many children’s educations but were productive in 
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the long run since they “increased national awareness of educational problems” thereby 
contributing to the Fisher Education Act of 1918.109 
State schools would not have attracted the same types of lecturers as the public 
schools, but many masters discussed wartime events in their classrooms or used them to 
add interest to geography lessons.  At some schools, the curriculum was altered to 
provide more technical training to prepare students for jobs in munitions industries.110  
Students were, therefore, encouraged to express their patriotism as loyal workers or 
common soldiers in contrast to the type of social leadership taught to public schoolboys.  
This division reinforced a traditional picture of English society in which unequal groups 
each performed a particular social and economic role in the interest of the nation as a 
whole.  The acceptance of this definition can be seen in the many similarities between the 
language of memorials at state and public schools as well as in discussions of the need to 
teach lower class children a version of English history that stresses the evolutionary 




 When World War I began no one expected it to last four years, but as the war 
continued many people started to believe that it could last forever.  For public school 
boys, who by 1918 had come to see their education primarily in terms of preparation for 
leadership in war, the Armistice seemed to be a bit of a disappointment.  Anticipating the 
German surrender in the October 31, 1918 issue of the Eton College Chronicle, its editor 
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explains that, “We are fighting a war.  We suppose it will end sometime.  Indeed we 
sincerely hope so.  But, really, for these tiresome Germans to go and surrender without 
giving us any warning is very uncalled for.”111  During the war, the premise that 
schoolboys were expected to join their school’s old boys at the front when they reached 
military age had been one of the central beliefs that had held these extended school 
communities together.  Now that this path was no longer available, age became a much 
stronger divide within these same communities and, in making this transition to the 
postwar world, the schools’ conversations about the war shifted.  Wartime explanations 
of why the nation as a whole was fighting to support its allies and defend its values were 
translated into commemorative explanations of why so many soldiers had died in order to 
protect the rest of the nation.  While the former had been aimed at current schoolboys 
both as potential recruits and also as home front citizens who were making sacrifices for 
the war effort, the latter was focused not just on those who had served in the military but 
even more narrowly on those who had been killed.  This process of translation began 
during the war, and by the time the Armistice was announced on November 11, 1918 
most public schools were already involved in the creation of memorials. 
 The differences in wartime experiences between public and state sponsored 
schools helped to establish the ways in which these institutions responded to the postwar 
world and the problems of commemoration.  The participation of public school old boys 
in the war had been seen by many as a vindication of the public school system’s goals 
and methods and this affirmation carried over into many postwar discussions, especially 
                                                





those related to the creation of school memorials.  In contrast, the war had helped to 
mobilize calls for reform in the state school system leading to major legislation in 1918 
and continued discussion in a series of Board of Education reports throughout the 
interwar years.  Many state schools did create memorials to their alumni who had served 
and died in the war, which contributed to a stronger sense of community and history 
within these schools.  The varying degrees of alumni involvement between state and 
public schools, evident in wartime communication, helped set up differences in both the 
process of commemoration as well as the resulting forms of memorials, with public 
school old boys being much more willing and able to devote their time and money to 
these projects.   
The transition from wartime communication to postwar commemoration showed 
many elements of continuity but also generated a great deal of debate and ultimately 
contributed to generational divisions.  While school magazines had portrayed a strong 
sense of public school identity and a remarkable degree of agreement over what the war 
meant, these wartime conversations proved to be more inclusive than the resulting school 
memorials.  The sentiments expressed in memorials grew out of the language used in 
obituaries throughout the war to commemorate old boys who were killed in battle. In 
doing so, the memorials privileged forms of “high diction” over a wide variety of other 
discussions about the war, including everything from how exhilarating it was to fall off a 
bridge in a tank to how annoying it was that food rations were reduced to meals of 
“apologetic” vegetables. It would have been difficult, of course, to commemorate the 





between the sacrifices of old boys such as O. C. S. Watson who was killed protecting his 
troops and the sacrifices of schoolboys such as those at Rugby who gave up some 
pleasant afternoons of playing cricket to harvest potatoes.  That this was not well 
understood during the war can be explained, in part, by the ways in which their public 
school education had encouraged both schoolboys and old boys to write about their 
fundamentally different experiences in the same language of games, adventure, and 
patriotic duty.  In addition, total war is defined by requiring the combined efforts of both 
front and home front, and schoolboys were encouraged to see their patriotic role as 
simply to remain in school continuing their education in leadership, participating in the 
OTC, learning about and debating the war, and even cultivating potatoes.  Having 
fulfilled this duty, it was understandably disappointing to realize both that wartime 
communication had often been hollow and also that the school communities in wartime 
were, after all, remembered as having been “so apparently inactive.”112
                                                






CHAPTER 2: SCHOOL MEMORIALS 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 In the Rugby School Memorial Chapel stands an octagonal lectern containing the 
seven volumes of the Memorials of Rugbeians Who Fell in the Great War as well as the 
complete Rugby School War Register.  One particularly striking entry is that of Frank 
Alexander de Pass, a Lieutenant in the 34th Prince Albert Victor’s Own Poona Horse and 
recipient of Britain’s highest military honor, the Victoria Cross (VC).  After receiving his 
education at Rugby and the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, de Pass was stationed 
in India from 1909 until his regiment was transferred to France at the outbreak of World 
War I.  He was killed in action on November 25, 1914.  His entry in the memorial book  
             






includes a brief biography, a lengthy letter from his captain concerning the circumstances 
of his death, the official record from his VC award, and a photograph of de Pass in his 
Indian uniform.  In his letter, de Pass’s captain celebrated his willingness to volunteer for 
the difficult job of defending and repairing a breach in the British trenches and, in 
describing his actions retrieving a wounded man from an open area, explicitly stated that 
he “acted on his own initiative.”  He also stressed de Pass’s leadership of and close 
cooperation with his Indian soldiers Sowar Abdullah Khan, Sowar Fateh Khan and 
Firman Shah and summed up his letter by stating that “I consider that Lieut. De Pass’s 
conduct throughout was most intrepid, and that his actions were a magnificent example to 
the men of his Detachment.”113  
De Pass is only one of the six hundred and eighty-two men commemorated in 
these books, which were dedicated “to Rugbeians of all generations who in [them] may 
learn how much they owe to the brave men who at the call of duty fought for the honour 
of their country and following the great example willingly laid down their lives for 
others.”114  This focus on leadership by example became a central theme of many school 
memorials and underlined their educational function.  In addition, this dedication also 
emphasized the transition from wartime recordkeeping and the printing of obituaries in 
school magazines to the processes of postwar commemoration.  The memorial books at 
Rugby, Harrow, and Whitgift Grammar School collected individual biographies, 
remembrances from commanding officers and friends, and pictures.  The letters included 
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were often the first written announcements of a soldier’s death and were therefore the 
earliest and most immediate form of commemoration.  The first volume of Rugby’s 
memorial books was printed as a specific act of commemoration in 1915, and, as in the 
case of printed obituaries, served to reassure soldiers at the front that they would at least 
be remembered by their old school if they died.  In a similar way, each ongoing war list 
from the public school magazines was collected at the end of the war in a register 
containing entries for all old boys who served in the war with notes on the wounded, 
killed, missing and imprisoned as well as British and foreign military awards. 
 A poem in the November 16, 1916 edition of the Eton College Chronicle entitled 
“Lest we Forget” speaks of a fallen soldier’s death as “but a semblance” since “He lies 
awaiting some/ Kindly remembrance.”115  At every school these kindly remembrances 
were not long in coming as the process of remembering individuals soon sparked larger 
discussions about creating school memorials after the war.  Most schools formed 
memorial committees during the war that, by November 1918, had both raised 
considerable amounts of money for the purpose of commemoration and made some initial 
decisions about what they should do with the funds collected.  These committees used 
school magazines to report to the broader school community about their progress and ask 
for donations, while letters from current schoolboys and old boys often expressed their 
opinions on a variety of proposed memorial plans.  Additional material regarding the 
creation and dedication of memorials is stored in individual school archives, with Eton 
and Harrow possessing the most complete records. C. F. Kernot’s British Public Schools 
                                                





War Memorials is also a valuable resource as it provides a summary of every public 
school’s memorials up to 1927.116  Finally, the United Kingdom National Inventory of 
War Memorials (UKNIWM), a division of the Imperial War Museum, maintains a 
comprehensive database of all war memorials in the country, which is particularly useful 
for locating information on state schools.  As in the previous chapter, the available source 
base leans heavily toward the public schools but a discussion of state school memorials is 
included as a point of comparison.   
Like all war memorials, those of World War I functioned as a way of explaining 
death and thereby making it acceptable.  Adrian Gregory has argued that this function 
outlines the “conservatism innate in the effects of the war” since “to justify mass death 
and equally to justify mass killing, it was necessary to extol the values that were being 
defended.”117  The continuity of language discussed above aided in this process of 
justification as “high diction” became the only language appropriate for commemoration.  
While similarities in language among a wide variety of memorials expressed a 
remarkable consensus on the meaning of the war, differences between public and state 
schools in both the scale of memorials and the messages they presented illustrated the 
ways in which social class played a role in shaping how the war was remembered.  
Memorials were often designed by adults in positions of authority and created by 
professional architects and craftsmen, though the exceptions, such as the memorial panel 
in the Merchant Taylors’ School pavilion at Bellingham, are significant.  On the whole, 
memorials illustrated the messages that the older generation wished to transmit by 
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teaching current and future schoolboys to admire men like de Pass and emulate their 
courageous and independent leadership, commitment to the ideals of Christianity, desire 
to uphold the values of fair play, cheerfulness in the face of adversity, and willingness to 
sacrifice themselves for their friends, their country, and its empire.  As permanent 
fixtures in the school landscape, memorials made these traditional British values 
constantly visible, but their permanence also meant that they could easily fade into the 
background of everyday life if the messages they aimed to teach seemed empty or 




The English public schools were proud of their long histories, including 
involvement in the nation’s previous wars.  Discussions of how to commemorate World 
War I drew on these ideas, but the resulting memorials also included substantial 
departures from earlier forms.  As a result, schools often faced long and sometimes bitter 
debates between old boys, masters, governors, and current schoolboys over what form, or 
forms, the school memorial should take.  Most schools emerged with some combination 
of traditional forms such as statues or chapels, more utilitarian buildings, and new 
educational funds to assist the sons of soldiers who had died.  One element shared by all 
schools was the prominent inclusion of the “Roll of Honour,” the list of all old boys from 
that school who had died in the war, emphasizing the enormous scale of sacrifice.  The 
public schools shared many of the same explanations for this sacrifice, and they used the 





Christianity, the volunteer spirit, classical heroism, and military and social leadership that 
remained central to the public school ethos.   
When discussions regarding the commemoration of World War I began, public 
school memorials to the Boer War provided memorial committees with the most 
immediate precedent.  In spite of the fact that significantly fewer men had served or been 
killed in that war,118 its memorials were often large and elaborate.  Harrow built 
substantial additions to the main school chapel and Eton built a grand new building that is 
now used as a school library.  The scale of these memorials related to ideas of militarism 
and imperialism, which were central to the memory of that war, but may also be seen as 
compensating for the anxiety felt over British military failures early in the war.  Due to 
the small number of people affected by the war, there were no suggestions for creating 
educational funds.   
The committees formed to create school memorials for World War I faced much 
larger challenges.  Their members were usually prominent old boys, either appointed by 
school authorities, as at St. Paul’s where they were chosen by the board of governors,119 
or self-appointed, as at Merchant Taylors’ School.  The latter was formed after a letter 
from an old boy to the Taylorian announced that “it is proposed shortly to call a meeting 
of OMTs [Old Merchant Taylors’] to consider a memorial to those Old Boys who have 
fallen in the war” and urged the magazine’s readers to “help me to make this known as 
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widely as possible.”120  These committees often desired approval from the rest of the 
school community but rarely actually asked for help when deciding on the content or 
form of memorials.  They did, of course, ask old boys for money and notices on 
fundraising made up a large percentage of the communication in school magazines 
regarding the progress of the memorials.  For example, the Taylorian encouraged a sense 
of competition by publishing full lists of names with amounts contributed121 and the 
Pauline attempted to shame its readers into giving additional donations with the  
 
Figure 3: Drawing of “The Memorial Chapel” published in the December 1924 edition of 
the Pauline to give its readers an idea of the memorial committee’s plans.122 
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statement, “It is unthinkable that the Pauline War Memorial should not be worthy of our 
founder, our history, and our dead.”123  These two day schools often had more difficulty 
raising money than the boarding schools of Eton, Harrow, and Rugby, suggesting, 
perhaps, that the boarding experience made old boys feel more closely connected to their 
old schools.  For example, Merchant Taylors’ aimed to raise £25,000 overall124 while 
Eton had already raised £135,000 by October 1917.125  Most memorial committees shared 
the same basic goals of memory and education.  The memorials would “preserve the 
memory of her fallen sons,”126 assist “in a practical way those who were nearest and 
dearest to them,”127 and “give some idea of the lessons this War has taught us.”128 
 Consensus regarding the form of memorials was not always as simple as many of 
these initial reports suggested.  What were the lessons of the war?  Or what type of 
memorial was worthy of a school’s founder, history, and dead?  One discussion at 
Harrow was over the order of inscribing the names of the fallen, with the committee 
deciding between listing them alphabeticaly, by regiment, by school house, or by year 
entering school.  The option of listing by military rank was not considered, even though 
rank was included in the inscriptions.  By eventually deciding on alphabetical order the 
committee chose a more democratic form that also kept family members next to each 
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other.129  Perhaps the most interesting debate at Harrow surrounded a substantial donation 
from Lady Fitch, the American wife of Sir Cecil Fitch, whose only son Alex had been 
killed in the war.  She initially offered to fund the construction of a swimming pool and 
later to pay for improvements to existing athletic facilities, both of which would have 
been practical gifts aimed at improving the everyday life of current schoolboys.  The 
school’s governors rejected both offers, but finally accepted her third proposal to furnish 
a room in the planned War Memorial Building where visiting parents could meet with 
their boys.130  Sometimes discussions regarding school memorials took the form of 
complaints about plans that had already been established, as at Merchant Taylors’ where 
one upset old boy wrote to the Taylorian in July 1923 that the committee should have 
considered an inscription from old boy James Shirley’s poem “The Glories of Our Blood 
and State.”131  Had this suggestion been carried out, it would have created a vastly more 
belligerent image of British nationalism than the already chosen quotations from the 
poetry of Edmund Spenser. 
 All of these debates, however, pale beside those at Eton where a wide variety of 
administrators, old boys, and current schoolboys proposed no less than twenty-five 
suggestions for memorials, eight of which were completed in some form.  There were 
several reasons for the extent of this debate including the size of both school and old boy 
communities, the large amounts of money pledged to the memorial fund, the constant 
opportunities for communication since the Eton College Chronicle was published 
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weekly, and Eton’s impressive war record.  Prominent old boys dominated Eton’s 
memorial committee, including Lord Lansdowne, former Governor General of Canada, 
Viceroy of India and Secretary of the Foreign Office.132  Early in the process, they 
decided to prioritize the creation of a fund “to provide an Eton Education for the sons of 
Old Etonians” rather than create a large new building, but the also agreed on the need for 
some form of “permanent and visible” memorial.133  Nevertheless, there were many 
suggestions for creating monumental buildings, most notably the King’s Tower scheme 
led by Thomas Buchanan Carter, Eton’s provost of the college, which drew on plans from 
Henry VI’s will as a way to create a memorial that would act as a symbol of faith in the 
school’s past, present and future.  Carter sketched out multiple ways of fitting the tower 
into the campus’s existing buildings and even placed a model on display in the school.134  
Other major building ideas were both more practical and more modern, such as the 
creation of new boarding houses or sports facilities.  The latter suggestion was one of the 
few attempts by “Some Present Etonians” to join in the debates on commemoration and 
they justified their choice not only by its utility but also “on the grounds that the majority 
of those who have fallen were very little older than ourselves, and we therefore feel sure 
that they would have supported our views.”135  This letter seems to have been entirely 
ignored.  The committee rejected the tower scheme and other major new buildings since 
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they desired “that the memory of those who fell should permeate the place and not 
overshadow it.”136   
 
Figure 4: A photograph of Carter’s model of the King’s Tower 
 
 With this goal in mind, the memorial committee discussed and eventually decided 
on plans for several needed renovations to the chapel and upper school.  Though one old 
boy, signing his letter as “bricks and mortar,” criticized this approach as “the lamentable 
frittering away of a vast sum subscribed for a noble purpose,”137 many of these 
renovations were quite substantial.  For example, the renovation of the Lower Chapel 
included new wood paneling and a set of elaborate tapestries depicting the life of St. 
                                                
136 “The War Memorial: The Tower Scheme,” Eton College Chronicle, no 1686 (March 27, 1919): 585. 





George.  The memorial therefore connected the memory of World War I to traditional 
ideals of Christianity, chivalry, and Englishness and was directed at Eton’s youngest 
students “in such a manner as to remind boys… of their predecessors’ glorious deeds and 
sacrifices.”138  A much less successful portion of the completed memorial was a statue by 
Bertram MacKennal, the first Australian to be elected to Britain’s Royal Academy who 
gained a reputation as “a reliable and efficient sculptor to the Edwardian and Georgian 
establishment.”139  The statue of a nude youth advancing “with arms outstretched as 
though exclaiming ‘Here am I, take me’” was to be placed near the playing fields and 
aimed to emphasize the volunteer spirit of Old Etonians during the Great War.140  The 
statue was criticized by many old boys in a series of letters to the Eton College Chronicle 
sparked by one old boy’s insistence that it was “most inappropriate for an English playing 
field” since “English statues are never nude, as the wisdom of the centuries has 
discovered the absurdity of such in English weather, and its inability to blend or 
harmonize with an English setting.”141  Several old boys shared his rather Victorian 
reluctance to identify nudity with English sportsmanship and a group of them attended a 
Memorial Committee meeting specifically to protest the statue.142  It was created anyway. 
 One final topic of discussion at Eton was the possibility of creating charity-related 
memorials.  Many of these proposals reflected a desire to share resources at a time when 
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reconstruction was necessary at home and abroad and, in doing so, to promote a positive 
image of Eton.  Several suggestions were local in character, including the endowment of 
the Slough Orphan School143 or the creation of a House for Boys in connection with the 
Eton Mission,144 neither of which was completed.  The school did, however, promote its 
international reputation by formally adopting the French village of Eton and raising 
money for the reconstruction of the school and town hall “in a manner worthy of 
Eton.”145  The two elements of Eton’s war memorial that did not elicit a great deal of 
discussion were the educational fund, which retained its financial priority throughout this 
process, and the bronze frieze of the names of the fallen in the colonnade under the Upper 
School, which became the most symbolically important of the school’s many visible 
memorials.   
Most schools eventually established schemes similar to the one at Eton, with 
money being divided between funds for education and permanent structures.  These 
funds, often known as memorial bursaries, aimed to make it possible for the sons of old 
boys who had been killed or severely wounded in the war to attend their fathers’ school.  
This was a departure from previous memorials and betrayed a certain amount of anxiety 
over the economic impact of the war on Britain’s elite.  By privileging family 
connections over financial status the creation of these funds emphasized a commitment to 
the continuation of the traditional social order and the multi-generational aspects of the 
school community.  They were often suggested during the war, beginning at Rugby in 
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May 1915,146 and were eventually established for at least thirty-four different schools.147  
The priorities for granting memorial bursaries were similar at most schools, with all 
schemes privileging the sons of old boys who were killed in the war and usually followed 
by the sons of those who were severely wounded or had suffered financially.  In addition, 
Rugby provided some funding for preparatory schools148 and the funds at both Worksop 
and Wyggeston were designed to help with university education.149  Other schools 
extended funding to other dependents and relatives, such as the offer to help pay for the 
education of sons or brothers of the fallen at St. Lawrence College or of daughters at 
Elizabeth College.150  It is interesting to note that this was usually the only form of 
commemoration to recognize any of those who had served and returned.   
Like other memorials, these educational funds were often discussed in school 
magazines both in notices asking for applicants and also in reports on their progress.  By 
February 1920, Eton had granted 104 memorial bursaries and 22 of these students were 
already at the school.151  Other reports provided more detailed information, such as a note 
in the Taylorian informing its readers that the first student to receive aid was “a son of an 
OMT who was badly gassed in France and seriously incapacitated.”152  These funds were 
also often supplemented by prizes and scholarships endowed in the memory of specific 
individuals.  Some also focused on a particular interest or field of study, such as the D. O. 
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Barnett Prize at St. Paul’s School to be awarded to the best student of history.153  These 
educational funds were among the most practical of all school memorials and directly 
addressed problems created by the war.  However, they only benefited a small number of 
students, and all schools also created permanent and visible memorials that were more 
symbolic in character and directed at the school community as a whole.   
 While these permanent and visible memorials aimed to educate current and future 
students, these schoolboys were most often included as audience members rather than as 
participants in the process of commemoration.  Most memorials were designed and 
created primarily by professional artists and craftsmen, who occasionally had ties to the 
school.  For example, Sir Charles A. Nicholson, a professional architect specializing in 
church architecture and an Old Rugbeian,154 designed the Rugby School Memorial 
Chapel.155  The memorial at Merchant Taylors’ School’s Bellingham sports ground seems 
to be the exception that proves this rule.  Plans for the creation of a carved oak panel 
containing the names of the fallen were first announced in the Taylorian in October 1922 
with a notice explaining that “the carving will be done by past and present Merchant 
Taylors,” and anyone who was interested in carving a particular name should write to the 
school.156  The plan “made a wider appeal than was anticipated” and won support from 
old boys, current schoolboys, and widows and mothers of old boys who had died in the 
war.  The committee therefore decided to give the relatives of the fallen first priority but 
                                                
153 Minutes of Meetings of the Governors of St. Paul’s School, May 13, 1927 and July 27, 1927, St. Paul’s 
School Archives. 
154 W. H. Godfrey and Catherine Gordon, “Sir Charles Archibald Nicholson,” in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography in Association with the British Academy: From the Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. 
H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 40:807. 
155 Wilson, 11. 





remained committed to including as many people as were interested.  This article also 
addressed many applicants’ “doubts of their proficiency in wood-carving” by assuring 
them that “the last thing which is desired or expected is a work of art.”  Instead, “our  
  
Figure 5: The Bellingham War Memorial, Merchant Taylors’ School:  Note how the 
middles of the letters “P” and “R” have often been accidentally carved out. 
 
object is to achieve an intimate and personal memorial, to be set up in our private 
Pavilion and not to be publicly exhibited.”157  This method of creation connected the past 
with the present in a way that treated both the dead and the living as individuals and as 
participants in the process of commemoration.  A report of the memorial’s dedication was 
                                                





certainly correct in stating that, “the School now possesses a memorial which is unique in 
that hundreds of different hands have helped to complete it.”158  
 If the process of creating the Bellingham Memorial was unique, its form, a carved 
panel of names, was entirely unremarkable.159  There were few schools that did not 
include their Roll of Honour as a central component of their memorial and some recorded 
these lists of names more than once.  For example, in addition to the Bellingham 
Memorial, Merchant Taylors’ School also had a series of professionally carved wooden 
tablets installed in the school itself.  These lists of names were sometimes attached to 
preexisting buildings, such as the one at Eton located in the colonnade under the Upper 
School, and sometimes formed a part of larger memorials, such as the inscriptions of 
names in the “Shrine” of Harrow’s War Memorial Building.  In any form, they served to 
focus commemorative activities on “the fallen” in a way that recalled wartime concerns 
with recordkeeping and usually ignored the sacrifices of those who had fought and 
returned.  The inscription at Eton did mention that 5660 Old Etonians served in the war, 
but only recorded the names of the 1157 who died.  Its command to “always remember 
their valour and their sacrifice with love and thankfulness, and pray God to make us 
worthy of them in time to come,” seemed to suggest that the “them” was the 1157, but it 
was ambiguous.160  Memorial inscriptions at most schools made no mention of the total 
number who served, making death the only “sacrifice” worthy of remembrance.  While 
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the vast majority of schools only commemorated the old boys from their school, a few, 
including Merchant Taylors’, also listed the names of masters who died in the war. 
 Most public schools, unlike state schools, possessed the resources to expand their 
war memorials beyond simply listing the Roll of Honour, and the directions of this 
expansion illustrated a wide variety of interpretations regarding the meaning of the war 
and the needs of the individual schools.  According to Kernot’s survey of the public 
school war memorials, most of them were created between the years 1920 and 1925, but 
at least a dozen had been planned but not completed when the book was published in 
1927.  Permanent and visible memorials created forms of memory that rested on the 
combination of textual rhetoric and visual symbolism.  All memorials were accompanied 
by inscriptions, which usually centered around the portrayal of death as a willing sacrifice 
and promises never to forget these sacrifices, as illustrated by the widespread use of 
phrases such as “gave their lives” and Kipling’s “their name(s) liveth for evermore.”  
Many also offered some explanation of the cause for which these men died, such as “for 
God and the right,” “for England” or “for King and Country.”161  The visual symbolism 
employed in statues, stained glass windows, tapestries and other images echoed these 
sentiments.  For example, the use of St. George at Eton and other schools connected to 
traditional ideas of fighting for God and England, and the statue at Fettes School 
celebrated both leadership and sacrifice in portraying an officer “struck down while 
fighting” who held his hand “in a beckoning action, as if to signify to his men ‘Carry 
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on.’”162  In addition, the style and placement of text, both inscriptions and lists of names, 
often became an important design element.  These processes can be more fully 
understood by examining three examples that illustrate different approaches to the 
process of commemoration: the Rugby School Memorial Chapel, the two sports-related 
memorials at Merchant Taylors’ School, and Harrow School’s War Memorial Building.   
The creation of religious memorials was common at public schools and included 
seventeen newly constructed chapels, eighteen major chapel renovations, and many other 
additions to existing chapels including organs and stained glass windows.163  This 
connection to religion was one of the most appealing ways of explaining death, related to 
public school ideals of gentlemanliness and chivalry, and created space for current and 
future schoolboys to participate in commemorative services.  The new chapel at Rugby 
was built between 1920 and 1923.  In a descriptive book published to mark its dedication, 
Wilson, who had overseen the collection of records during the war, described how the 
memorial was inspired by the centrality of religion to the school during wartime and had 
received widespread support from old boys, including those who had served in the war.164  
The design of the chapel is simple, symmetrical and monumental, with high ceilings that 
make room for four large stained glass windows, one in each wall.  The windows 
illustrate the life of Christ, divided into scenes of “Our Lord’s Passion, His Crucifixion, 
Resurrection and Ascension,” but also include small sections showing views of the 
school, soldiers receiving communion in the trenches, and a nurse assisting a wounded 
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soldier.165  The west window, Ascension, is the most symbolically important, and was 
described by Wilson as suggesting “how our boys and men were ‘perfected through 
sufferings,’ and finally passed West, through the glory of the setting sun, into the Eternal 
Arms ready to receive them.”166  This window portrays a reassuring explanation of death 
and the afterlife by using the visual symbolism of Christ’s ascension to explain the 
suffering and assumed salvation of Rugby’s old boy soldiers.  In doing so, the actions of 
these men are placed beyond criticism, thereby erasing all memories of the fact that they 
also inflicted, indeed were trying to inflict, death and suffering on other men. 
      
Figure 6: Rugby Memorial Chapel, The North Window and one section of the list of 
names (left) and The West Window (right) 
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Figure 7: One section of the list of names in the Rugby Memorial Chapel:  Note the 
examples of brothers and other relatives that were intentionally kept next to each other by 
the decision to list names alphabetically. 
 
The experiences of trench warfare had helped to redefine heroism in battle as remaining 
calm and “taking it” while under fire.  This passivity is also expressed in the quotation 
adapted from the “King’s Scroll”167 inscribed on the “Stone of Remembrance” in the 
center of the chapel floor, which provides a summary of nearly every theme used in 
memorial language across the country:  
They whom this chapel commemorates were numbered among those who, at the 
call of king and country, left all that was dear to them, endured hardness, faced 
danger, and finally passed out of the sight of men by the path of duty and self-
sacrifice, giving up their own lives that others might live in freedom.  Let those 
who come after see to it that their name be not forgotten.168 
                                                
167 This was a document given by the King to the nearest of kin of every men who died in the war, 
quotations from which are used in several school memorials.  





Aside from the stained glass windows, the only other elements of color in the chapel are 
the names inscribed on the north and south walls.169  This visually serves to link the 
names of the fallen with the images of Christ, illustrating the symbolic importance of the 
use of text as an element of design.  The chapel also includes the lectern that houses the 
memorial books and war register. 
Another trend was the use of memorial funds to improve sports facilities, 
including the creation of eleven pavilions, ten playing fields, and two swimming baths.170  
These memorials drew on ideals of sportsmanship that were understood as uniquely 
English and central to the public school ethos, and, in doing so, created memorials that 
current and future students would both use and enjoy.  Two of these pavilions were 
connected to Merchant Taylors’ School.  The pavilion at Bellingham, the location of the 
hand-carved panel discussed above, appears to have been an existing building that was 
rededicated as a memorial and was used by current schoolboys.  The other, more 
ambitious, project was the purchase of a new sports ground and the construction of a 
pavilion at Teddington for the use of the school’s old boys, which was announced in the 
Taylorian in April 1922.171  These new facilities for cricket, football, and tennis helped 
illustrate the school’s commitment to its old boy community and suggested that their 
educational background remained central to these old boys’ identities.  In his speech at 
the dedication of the Teddington playing field, Viscount Cave, an Old Merchant Taylor 
                                                
169 The names from the south wall were later moved to the east wall, making room for the addition of 
names of Old Rugbeians who had died in World War II. 
170 Kernot. 





who had served as Secretary of the Home Office during part of the war,172 remarked that 
“physical training and the sporting spirit acquired in the School has helped to make those 
commemorated what they were.” 173  The ceremony was followed by a game of football.  
The inscription on the memorial cricket pavilion at King’s Cathedral School, which “was 
erected in memory of those who, having learnt in this place to play the game for their 
School, played it also for their Country during the years 1914-1919,”174 made the 
connection between games and war and between school spirit and patriotism even more 
explicit. 
If the two examples above illustrate memorials that combined aspects of the practical and 
the symbolic, other major building projects leaned more heavily toward one side or the 
other.  Many schools used memorial funds to make necessary additions and renovations 
to school facilities, including the creation of many libraries and classroom buildings.  For 
example, Ardingly College constructed a memorial quadrangle containing classrooms, a 
choir vestry, an art room, a gymnasium, offices, and dressing rooms.175  The memorials at 
Stonyhurst and Mill Hill took the form of new science facilities,176 perhaps recognizing a 
need for greater investment in modern subjects.  By contrast, Harrow School’s War 
Memorial Building was primarily symbolic.  The Memorial Committee’s Fifth Report 
even stated that, “It is the desire of the Committee that the Shrine… should be considered 
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to constitute the Memorial, the rest of the Building being only accessory.”177  Later in the 
report, the committee expressed its hope that the Building “will prove of practical use to 
the Masters and Boys of the School,” but neglected to give any indication of what it 
might be used for.178  The Shrine forms a large entryway to the building and includes a 
cenotaph with the inscription “In Memory of the Sons of Harrow who Died in the Great 
War MCMXIV – MCMXIX,” on the front and a drawn sword on top. The surrounding 
walls are inscribed with the names of the 644 Old Harrovians who died in the war.  The 
Shrine is certainly grand, but does not provide its viewers with any particular message 
other than the simple need for remembrance.  The overall effect is cold and uninviting, 
and the names are crowded together and are not colored in such a way as to make them  
 
Figure 8: A view of the cenotaph in Harrow’s War Memorial Building “Shrine.” 
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stand out against the grey stone.  Harrow’s Crypt Chapel, created at the end of the war, is 
a small, but inviting space and perhaps a more successful memorial.   
 
Figure 9: The interior of Harrow’s Crypt Chapel. 
 
 The themes expressed by the major school memorials paralleled those of more 
individual forms of commemoration.  As already mentioned, memorial books, such as 
those at Rugby, Harrow, and Whitgift Grammar School, drew on the same sources and 
language as obituaries, thus serving as a direct link between reporting and remembering 
death.  In addition, many privately published books of letters and poetry by old boys as 
well as personal scrapbooks compiled by parents or friends have been preserved in school 
libraries and archives.  The stories of these old boys provided specific examples of the 
values of leadership, patriotism, and duty that were seen as central to the public schools’ 





the men they led as well as to current schoolboys.  For example, Lieutenant C. G. H. 
Cutcliffe Hyne was described as “a very dear friend and a fine example of courage and 
indomitable cheerfulness”179 and the entry for Lieutenant M. C. N. Herbert’s recounted 
his last words: “Tell my people that I tried to do my duty.”180  D. O. Barnett was similarly 
remembered for his Englishness, sense of sportsmanship and adventure, and absence of 
bitterness, and a review in the Pauline stated that his letters “show a very perfect 
gentleman, a stainless life, and a noble death.”181  Other entries included specific 
reference to national identity, such as a description of Captain N. B. Leech as “a perfect 
English gentleman.”182  J. S. Engall’s own letters also promote a sense of patriotism, 
stating: “I could not wish for a finer death: and you, dear Mother and Dad, will know that 
I died doing my duty to my God, my Country, and my King.”183  In at least one case these 
character traits were directly attributed to the public schools.  A letter from a fellow at 
Oxford regarding the death of his friend V. C. Lieutenant-Colonel C. Bushell stated that 
“If there was no other justification of English Public Schools, the fact that they produced 
men like him would have been enough proof of their value.”184  The biographies of some 
men helped stress the importance of empire and the extent of the war.  For example, 
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Ernest Christopher Smethurst worked in a mining company in South Africa until he 
joined the army at the start of the war and was killed in German East Africa.185 
             
Figure 10: C. G. H. Cutcliffe Hyne (left) and C. Bushell (right) 
 
While this detailed focus on the individual was generally positive and would have 
been very comforting to family members and friends, the memorial book entries also 
show the limitations of this form of commemoration.  In some cases the quotations 
included betray a repetitive, form-letter-like quality, such as the description of Captain R. 
H. Hall written by his Colonel:  
He was wounded while carrying out his duties in his customary gallant manner.  
His unfailing cheerfulness and his loyal good work, combined with great charm of 
manner, cause his absence to be deeply regretted by all ranks.  Your gallant son 
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will always be remembered as a keen, efficient, and capable soldier who always 
did his duty.186   
 
It took a great deal of imagination to describe the majority of the fighting in World War I 
as “gallant,” but there were some deaths which not even Hall’s Colonel could have 
described as “heroic.”  For example, Second Lieutenant William Edward Blake Forster 
died while training in Ireland when his horse fell on him187 and Second Lieutenant F. C. 
Brooks “was killed at Lincoln on August 17th, 1917, while ascending to do his last flight 
before receiving his Pilot’s certificate… The cause of his accident was engine failure.”188  
He was nineteen years old, and, while his willingness to serve his country could be 
celebrated, his story would hardly be expected to motivate younger schoolboys.  These 
less inspiring stories were, however, fairly well hidden as small examples in a much 
larger volume of celebratory language and did not connect to the larger, more visual 
memorial landscape of buildings, statues, and stained glass.    
 In connection with the creation of permanent and visible memorials, public school 
communities also commemorated the war through dedication ceremonies, which often 
grew out of wartime memorial services.  For example, throughout the war, Rugby had 
held a chapel service once each term “in which the names were “called over” of those 
who had fallen in the interval.”189  This practice set the stage for both the postwar 
recording of the names in the memorial chapel and subsequent Armistice Day services.  
In the years after the war, Armistice Day (November 11) became the country’s official 
day of remembrance and was often celebrated at public schools with special chapel 
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services that usually combined elements of religion and patriotism.  At St. Paul’s School, 
Armistice Day services drew on the rhetoric of sacrifice and often included the dirge 
composed for Admiral Nelson’s funeral, linking the memories of old boys who had died 
in the war to one of England’s most popular national heroes.190  In the 1926 ceremony, 
“fitting observed” in the newly-completed Memorial Chapel, the High Master stressed 
the didactic aims of commemoration by instructing his students “to remember what the 
dead would have done, and to pray in the silence that they might be found fit successors 
to the work.”191  Many ceremonies also included the singing of the national anthem.192  
One element of commemoration that involved current schoolboys as participants rather 
than simply as audience members was the selling of poppies on Armistice Day.  A Report 
in the Taylorian in 1922 described how a group of schoolboys arrived at school at half-
past five and soon expanded beyond their allotted area.  Throughout the morning they ran 
into “the lady collectors officially appointed to the district, but soon learnt to quell them 
with a “How on earth have you got on to my beat?” look, and had the satisfaction of 
seeing them steal away, sheepish and abashed.”  They sold a total of 18,000 poppies by 
“sacrificing their morning’s work in School.”193  The hardships of sleep deprivation, 
skipping class, and battling the “lady collectors” are vaguely reminiscent of Rugby’s epic 
of the potato field and also portray a comical appropriation of the language of “sacrifice.” 
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 The dedications of school memorials often drew on the patterns established in 
these services, and occasionally coincided with Armistice Day.  They were also often 
religious in nature, especially regarding the dedication of memorial chapels and chapel 
renovations.  For example, at Eton the Lower Chapel renovations and the Book of Names 
were both dedicated by the Bishop of Lincoln on Armistice Day 1923 in a ceremony in 
which he referred to the Book of Names as a “sacred record.”194  Even memorials that 
were not overtly religious, such as the frieze of names at Eton, were often unveiled with 
religious ceremonies.  The Provost of the college dedicated the frieze of names “In the 
name of God” and the ceremony included a prayer led by the Head Master and the 
signing of hymns.195  The participation of Bishops was also seen at several other schools, 
most notably at Harrow where the Archbishop of Canterbury, an Old Harrovian, laid the 
foundation stone for the Memorial Building in 1921 and opened the building in 1926.196   
Memorial dedications provided opportunities to bring speakers to the schools, 
including General Home and Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin at Harrow, the Master of 
the Merchant Taylors’ Company at Merchant Taylors’ School, and members of the royal 
family such as Prince Henry at Lancing.  These visitors often used their speeches as an 
opportunity to praise the institution of the public schools as a whole.  For example, 
General Home spoke of the ceremony as “a place for thanksgiving” both “for victory” 
and also for “thankfulness that the nation had its great Public Schools, schools which 
have nurtured a noble spirit – the spirit which prompted and inspired 2917 Harrovians, 
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past and present, to answer the call of duty.”197  Prince Henry’s speech also expressed a 
pride in the public school tradition, specifically “the spirit of unselfishness… taught from 
the very beginning of our school days in the classroom and on the playing fields,” and 
urged his audience of current schoolboys to “keep that tradition every before you” as a 
way “to conquer manhood” and “honour not only the School, but also the memory of 
those whose service we commemorate today.”  He also upheld the public school training 
“in character and leadership” as central “to the infinite good and glory of the Empire,” 
and repeated the phrase “for King and Country” three times.198  The celebration of  
 
Figure 11: A Photograph of the laying of the War Memorial Stone at Harrow, from the 
scrapbook of the life of Lieutenant Graham Lawton Lewis, by Sarah E. Bloxham.199 
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sportsmanship in dedication ceremonies was, logically, most often seen at schools whose 
memorials took the form of athletic facilities, as already discussed in relation to Merchant 
Taylors’ School.  In another example, the opening of the memorial pavilion at 
Hurstpierpoint was followed by a game of cricket.200  Memorial ceremonies, therefore, 
repeated verbally the same messages of Christianity, patriotic duty, leadership in the 
nation and empire, and good sportsmanship, which the memorials themselves represented 
textually and visually.   
 The reports of memorial committees, dedication speeches and the language of 
memorials themselves often stressed their educational function in passing on the memory 
of those who died to the younger generation.  This attitude was perhaps best expressed in 
the conclusion to Wilson’s book on the Rugby School Memorial Chapel when he 
addressed “those, and especially the boys, who shall come after” telling them that the 
“sacrifices” of the old boys who died in the war “will not have been in vain if you who 
come after see to it that their example be not forgotten: if you learn to be ready for any 
call of duty: to live, as your schoolfellows died, for others, rather than for yourselves.”201  
It is difficult to know, however, how many of Rugby’s schoolboys of the 1920s and 
1930s ever read Wilson’s book, looked through the entries in the memorial books, or 
seriously considered the symbolism of the chapel’s stained glass windows.  Because 
these memorials were indeed permanent and visible, they continued to expose younger 
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generations of public school boys to the ideals they expressed, but the extent to which 




 Britain’s state sponsored secondary schools were in a very different position when 
it came to commemorating World War I.  They did not possess the kinds of historical 
precedents, methods of communication and fundraising, or networks of old boys on 
which the public schools drew in the process of creating school memorials.  In addition, 
while the UKNIWM database provides wonderful descriptions of the memorials and 
sometimes records of dedication ceremonies, evidence concerning the process of creating 
memorials, including any debates, is difficult to find.  State schools also had little reason 
to establish the types of educational funds found at many public schools and, therefore, 
focused on creating various forms of permanent and visible memorials, usually in the 
form of carved plaques.  These memorials were smaller than those at the public schools 
due to the fact that most state schools had significantly fewer old students to 
commemorate as well as the financial constraints derived from the middle and lower 
class backgrounds of most of their students.  Despite these differences, the language and 
visual symbolism used at public and state schools was remarkably similar, suggesting a 
general agreement on the meaning of the war and of national identity.   
 Most memorials at state schools were created in the early 1920s but occasionally 





whose memorial was not dedicated until 1937.202  In some cases, World War I was not 
commemorated until much later when memorials were created to remember both world 
wars together, one example being the Pocklington School sports pavilion, dedicated in 
1955.203  Though there is little evidence regarding the process of creating memorials, it 
appears that most were funded either by groups of alumni or by the schools themselves.  
For example, the inscription on Nelson Secondary School’s memorial tablet explicitly 
stated that it was “erected by the association of old students.”204  This suggests that a few 
schools may have had groups equivalent to public school old boys’ clubs but this was 
perhaps less common and their resources would have been quite limited compared to 
those of the public schools.  As at the public schools, most memorials focused on the 
school’s Roll of Honour, with the names usually listed simply in alphabetical order.  One 
slight exception to this rule was the memorial at Huntingdon School which was dedicated 
to both those “who Died Fighting for England in the Great War” and also to “the Gallant 
Survivors who Shared Alike Their Dangers.”205  Several state schools also include the 
names of masters, such as at Southgate County School.206  
 At most state schools, the board or tablet containing the Roll of Honour and 
related inscriptions was the only memorial created.  Some also created other memorials, 
which were often similar in form to those at public schools, such as the book of names at 
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Nelson Secondary School207 or the stained glass window at Darlington Grammar 
School.208  Two unique memorials were the grove of twenty-three trees, one for each man 
killed in the war, planted at Balshaws Grammar School209 and the renaming of 
Altrincham School after one of its old students, Captain E. K. Bradbury who won the VC 
in 1914.210   
Many of the inscriptions on state school memorials adopted the same traditional 
language seen in memorials at public schools, particularly regarding the notions of 
sacrifice and patriotism.  For example, many inscriptions used the phrases “gave their 
lives” or “laid down their lives” which carried the connotation of voluntary sacrifice and 
passive death.  Several of the more detailed inscriptions expressed reasons for fighting 
the war, including “in the cause of liberty,”211 “for England,”212 “for their Country,”213 
and, more uniquely, “for the Salvation of our Race.”214  Some schools used Latin phrases 
for inscriptions, such as Chorley Municipal Secondary School’s use of “Dulce et 
Decorum est Pro Patria Mori,”215 thereby invoking an ideal of classical education more 
common to the public schools.  In the case of Stockport Municipal Secondary School the 
memorial drew directly on the language of commemoration used in public schools by 
including a quotation from a poem by Cyril A. Alington, Head Master of Eton, in its 
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inscription: “Your lives for Honour and for England Given/ The School will not 
Forget.”216   
There were also several key differences between the two types of schools in their 
use of memorial language, most notably the relative absence of religious language and 
symbolism in the state schools.  Some inscriptions at state schools included lines such as 
“To the Glory of God”217 but most memorials were more secular, as were the schools 
themselves.  The place of religion in state sponsored education had been a major topic of 
debate surrounding the introduction of compulsory elementary schooling in 1870, and 
continued concern over the place of religion in schools was evident before the war in 
discussions on how to teach the history of the Reformation.218  State schools also did not 
have the same social goals as the public schools and were less likely to discuss ideals of 
leadership or sportsmanship.  The memorials at some state schools were severely simple, 
such as the plaque at Leeds Grammar School whose inscription stated only “1914 – In 
Memoriam – 1918” and was followed by the list of names.219  This memorial gave no 
explanation for these deaths and offered no example for future schoolboys to follow.  It 
demanded only that these men be remembered as individuals and left space for the viewer 
to add his/her own interpretation of why they fought and died.  It is difficult to imagine 
such a simple, open-ended memorial being constructed in a public school.  Most 
memorials to World War I would, however, have helped to create a stronger sense of 
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history at these newer schools supported, in part, by the adoption of traditional memorial 
language to glorify their participation in the nation’s war effort. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 Memorials to the Great War at Britain’s public and state sponsored secondary 
schools provided one of the most important ways in which students learned about the 
meanings of the war.  By presenting heroic images of old boys who had died, these 
memorials encouraged current students to accept their deaths and emulate their 
patriotism, manliness, and leadership.  In a similar way, their use of traditional images, 
such as St. George, or forms of language, as in the “King’s Scroll,” also helped to explain 
death by investing it with religious or patriotic significance.  The messages created by 
school memorials were, therefore, carefully crafted and promoted traditional narratives 
and forms of identity over other possible interpretations of the war.  Furthermore, they 
were often planned by adult members of the school communities and created by 
professionals, thereby assigning current students the role of passive audience members.  
As the memory of the war became more remote, permanent and visible memorials 
retained their prominence in the school landscapes, but many of these may have seemed 
less relevant to the lives of many younger students. 
The legacies of public school memorials were as varied as their forms and the 
circumstances surrounding their creation.  Some memorials continued to be the subject of 
debate, such as the MacKennal statue at Eton, which was moved from the playing fields 





a dangerous position and might hurt boys who accidentally ran into it.  No one ever liked 
it or thought that it was a suitable memorial, and it was sold sometime in the 1960s.  A 
few other memorials were also moved from their original locations, usually when the 
schools themselves moved.  In most cases, schools were usually careful to reinstall 
memorials in their new locations even when it was impossible to keep them in their 
original context.  For example, St. Paul’s School was not able to move its memorial 
chapel but the carved panels containing the Roll of Honour are now in a hall near the 
school’s library.  Even memorials that were not relocated could be reinterpreted or 
overlooked.  Harrow’s War Memorial Building was designed to be a useful addition to 
the central area of the school, but it was rarely used until quite recently, prompting one 
historian to describe it as “a dead heart in the school.”220  Other memorials were certainly 
more successful and many of the more practical ones have continued to be used for their 
original purposes.  For example, Rugby’s annual Armistice Day celebrations in the 
memorial chapel still feature the “calling over” of the names of old boys who fell in the 
Great War. 
 At state schools, it is perhaps even more difficult to assess whether memorials 
were successful in transmitting their intended messages to current students.  They were 
usually small and not interactive, so that even when they remained a permanent and 
visible part of the school landscape they might easily have faded into the background.  
Unlike the majority of public schools, however, this permanence could not always be 
assumed as many state schools moved, closed, or were combined with other schools.  For 
                                                






example, after a reorganization of secondary education in Chorley in 1962, the memorial 
from Chorley Municipal Secondary School remained in the old school building when it 
was converted into a public library.221  Of the thirty-five state school memorials 
examined in this study at least eleven have been moved to new locations and one has 
been lost entirely. 
 Whether or not school memorials were successful in their didactic aims, they did 
become the most important precedents for commemoration following World War II.  The 
experiences of public school communities were significantly different in World War II 
due to the shift away from class-based recruitment patterns in the army and the 
introduction of conscription in early 1939 before the war even began.  Both of these 
developments diminished the significance of public school participation in the popular 
imagination.  In addition, national collective memories of World War II showed an 
increased focus on the home front due to civilian bombing, and some schools such as St. 
Paul’s were evacuated during the war.  Nevertheless, most schools remained proud of 
their new Rolls of Honour and often chose similar forms of remembrance with which to 
display them.  At several schools, World War II memorials were simply created by 
adding new lists of names to the preexisting memorials, as at Eton where the names of 
the World War II dead were added to the bronze frieze of names directly below those 
from World War I.  In many such combination memorials, the memory of World War I 
remains centrally important, illustrating that, especially for the public schools, that 
conflict is still the Great War. 
                                                






Figure 12: The Colonnade under the Upper School at Eton: the names on the top panels 









 On February 8, 1907 the members of Britain’s recently created Historical 
Association gathered at University College London for its first annual meeting.  The 
keynote speaker was James Bryce, who spoke on “The Teaching of History in Schools.”  
Bryce was a historian and liberal politician who had chaired an important government 
commission on secondary schools in 1895.222  In his speech, he recalled a time “when 
there was practically no teaching of history at all” and praised the recent development of 
history as a modern school subject as promoted by the Association.  He expressed the 
need for increased coordination of the history curriculum, but also stated that, “one would 
not go so far as to say that there should be a regular, uniform system all over the country” 
as there was in France.  The core of Bryce’s speech was his explanation of why students 
should study history.  He stated that, “The great object of teaching history is to enable 
people to realize that men were very different formerly from what they are now… that 
the world is constantly changing and developing.”  In order to realize this, students “must 
have the historical sense.”223 
 Bryce’s idea of “the historical sense” may seem simple and uncontroversial, but it 
illustrated a number of important assumptions that his audience would have easily 
                                                
222 Soon after giving this speech, Bryce was appointed ambassador to the United States and, during the war, 
he was best known as head of the commission that reported on German ‘atrocities’ in Belgium.  
Christopher Harvie, “James Bryce,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography in Association with the 
British Academy: From the Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 8:404-411. 
223 Historical Association, Leaflet No. 4: Address by the Right Hon. James Bryce on the Teaching of 





understood.  First, he implied that not all people possessed this “historical sense,” but that 
it could be properly developed among British children.  This connected to a long tradition 
of British historians criticizing other civilizations, primarily those of their colonial 
subjects, for lacking a proper sense of history.224  More importantly, Bryce’s emphasis on 
constant development supported a view of history, particularly British history, as a 
narrative of slow but steady progress.  As he suggested, the early twentieth century was a 
time of significant curricular change in the public and state sponsored education system.  
Specifically, the use of the newly expanded history curriculum to present a particular 
narrative of British history was central to the process of teaching national identity. 
 The outbreak of World War I served to refocus these conversations in a variety of 
ways, as seen in the records and publications of the institutions that worked to shape the 
history curriculum.  The Historical Association published a series of leaflets including 
bibliographies, essays on the methods and goals of teaching, and reports on annual 
meetings.  It also worked closely with the government Board of Education and there was 
often some overlap in membership between these two institutions.  In addition to 
correspondence with the Historical Association, the Board of Education files in the 
National Archives contain internal minutes regarding the development of curriculum 
recommendations, published circulars explaining these recommendations, and 
correspondence with other institutions and individuals who were interested in influencing 
the teaching of history.  The records of the Historical Association and the Board of 
Education also help illustrate the nationwide character of these discussions and the 
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importance of cooperation between teachers and administrators at public and state 
sponsored schools.  In addition, several institutional histories of individual public schools 
help to provide administrative details regarding the expansion of the teaching of history. 
 The experience of World War I was central to both the growth of government 
involvement in education and the development of history as a modern subject.  The 1918 
Education Act was sponsored by Herbert Albert Laurens Fisher, a historian and President 
of the Board of Education in Lloyd George’s coalition government from 1916-1922.  
This act expanded state sponsored education by raising the school-leaving age to fourteen 
and “promised to establish a truly national system of education” by using central 
government funds to cover “at least half of the cost of schooling.”225  At the same time, 
the war accelerated the reform of the history curriculum by inspiring a wide variety of 
proposals for the inclusion of more recent British history as well as naval, military, 
world, European, imperial, and American history.  These changes connected Britain to 
the rest of the modern world while encouraging students to take pride in the place of their 
country and its empire within that world.  Discussions regarding the use of history for 
civics education often explicitly encouraged this process by creating a common language 
of citizenship.  The members of the Historical Association and the Board of Education 
consistently emphasized the continuity of traditional British institutions and ideals 
thereby supporting the portrayal of British history as a narrative of progress and rejecting 
the vision of “world citizenship” promoted by the League of Nations Union.  These 
conversations about the teaching of history created a nationwide discourse that set the 
                                                






tone for how the Great War was remembered within British classrooms and influenced 
teachers in state sponsored and public schools as well as textbook writers throughout the 
interwar years.   
 
THE HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION 
 
 The Historical Association was founded in 1906 as an independent community of 
historians to serve as a link between the government, universities, schools, and the 
general public.  At this time, not only was history becoming an important subject in 
secondary schools, but the numbers of university students studying history was also 
expanding and the discipline as a whole was becoming increasingly professionalized.226  
The foundation of the Historical Association was part of this professionalization.  Its 
members included university professors and fellows, secondary school teachers in both 
public and state sponsored schools, and occasionally state school inspectors.  For 
example, the eleventh annual meeting in 1917 included speakers from Eton, University 
College London, Cambridge, Moberley London County Council School, Allen’s Girls’ 
School, and an inspector of schools from the London County Council.227  The Historical 
Association published the proceedings of these meetings, as well as bibliographies and 
essays on methods of teaching, in leaflets that were distributed to all of its members.  In 
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creating connections between its different types of members the Association hoped to 
“increase the opportunities for Historical research, to assist and stimulate the teachers and 
to spread in a wider circle among the general public a sense of the profound and 
increasing importance of History in national life.”228  The Association was also able to 
cooperate closely with the government partly because several important members of the 
Board of Education were also historians including Fisher and James W. Headlam, who 
had served in the 1895 commission on secondary education, joined the Board as an 
inspector in 1902, and later specialized in the history of the causes of World War I.229   
 The subject of the teaching of history in schools was always one of the Historical 
Association’s chief concerns, as expressed in Bryce’s address as well as many early 
publications.  Several leaflets discussed methods of teaching including the use of “Source 
Books.”230  In addition, speakers at the 1910 annual meeting covered topics such as 
textbooks, lectures, the use of contemporary sources, timelines, and methods for setting 
and evaluating examination questions.  Another speaker at this meeting welcomed the 
Board of Education’s Circular 599, stating “Let English History be accompanied by the 
teaching of the great facts of European History.”231  The Historical Association also 
published updated information on major nationwide examinations every year to help 
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teachers and their students negotiate the complex examinations system.232  Early 
bibliography leaflets included class textbooks and more advanced reading for teachers on 
subjects such as basic British History, Europe since 1815, and the United States since 
1783.233  The inclusion of recent history in these bibliographies was primarily a reaction 
against the previous perception that history ended in 1815.   
Finally, leaflets also included essays such as “On the Educational Value of the 
Study of History” by Albert F. Pollard, a specialist in constitutional history who taught at 
University College London and was one of the founders and an early president of the 
Historical Association, and also the founder and first director of the Institute for 
Historical Research.234  Pollard viewed the study of history as a way to create a particular 
kind of British citizenship based on respect for existing institutions.  He contrasted “the 
idealist” who “unrestrained by history compares the past with Utopia… and thus he 
becomes a revolutionary” with “the student of history” who “compares the present with a 
real past, and by means of a valid comparison gains some perception on the conditions 
and chances of orderly progress.”  Pollard expressed a new urgency for teaching history 
due to the relatively recent enfranchisement of the masses who “have had little or no 
historical enlightenment on the ways in which [their political power] might be used,” the 
                                                
232 Historical Association, Leaflet No. 3: A Summary of Historical Examinations Affecting Schools, 
Including Matriculation Examinations and Entrance Scholarships (London: Alexander and Shepheard, 
Ltd., 1911-1916). 
233 Historical Association, Leaflet No. 5: A Brief Biography of British History for the Use of Teachers 
(London: Alexander and Shepheard, Ltd., 1906) and Historical Association, Leaflet No. 29: History of 
Europe from 1815 and of the United States from 1783 (London: Alexander and Shepheard, Ltd, 1912). 
234 Patrick Collinson, “Albert Frederick Pollard,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography in 
Association with the British Academy: From the Earliest Times to the Year 2000, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 





dangers of “sensationalist journalists,” and the expanded functions of government.235  
This prewar discussion of the teaching of history was aimed primarily at teaching 
citizenship to the lower classes in a way that would encourage their commitment to 
evolutionary progress in domestic politics rather than leading them to embrace 
revolution.   
 Wartime and postwar conversations continued these early discussions regarding 
the connection between the study of history and the promotion of a particular vision of 
national identity focused on the ideals of democratic citizenship.  No one questioned the 
need to teach basic British history, with A. Mary Baylay stating, “it seems superfluous to 
demonstrate the necessity of all children being taught the history of, at least, their own 
country.”236  The experience of World War I exposed the need for a greater awareness of 
the implications of teaching national history as well as the need to relate British history to 
the wider world.  Baylay noted that children “love to take sides” particularly of “their 
own country versus a foreign one,” but suggested that history lessons should temper this 
patriotism by showing “that it is not unpatriotic to recognize that one’s own country may 
sometimes be in the wrong, or – equally important – that other countries have national 
feelings, sincerity, belief in the justice of their cause.”  She then turned this desire for 
neutrality into an argument for the moral value of teaching history since a historian’s 
“business is to find out as accurately as possible and to teach historical facts” and “it is 
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just this search after the truth which is in itself a splendid moral training.”237  F. 
Crossfield Happold later presented a similar idea in his essay “The Study of History in 
Schools As a Training in the Art of Thought.”  He argued that, “the modern democratic 
state” required “a large body of citizens who can think and decide without prejudice and 
ulterior motive.”  Students would develop this ability by studying history “in the spirit of 
free inquiry, with an unflinching regard for the truth, and an unprejudiced examination of 
every aspect and every point of view.”238   
In contrast to prewar discussions, both of these authors connected the promotion 
of democratic citizenship in Britain with international affairs.  Baylay hoped that “our 
children shall grow up good servants, good neighbours, good leaders of the community to 
which they belong, and in a wider world.”239  Similarly, Happold explained that his 
vision of citizenship “will be of infinite worth, not only for the good of our own country, 
but for the progress of the world.”240  In addition, Professor G. H. Leonard of Bristol 
University stated at the 1917 annual meeting that, “the future might well be regarded with 
anxiety if it were to be handed over to a democracy that knew nothing of the past.”241  
This statement reflected larger anxieties over the ways that the war would change Britain 
and the rest of the world, which would only have been accelerated by the revolutions in 
Russia, Germany, and Austria-Hungary.   
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 These discussions on the reasons for teaching history led to a wide variety of 
suggestions regarding the areas of history that should be taught.  Wartime experiences 
magnified previous calls for the expansion of recent and European history and introduced 
debates on the teaching of naval and military history as well as empire, world, and 
American history.  Baylay pointed out that “It has often been made a reproach to our 
teachers of history that the continuity of history is made to appear to cease at 1814, 1832 
or 1901 – that we do not show that what is happening today is part of history 
tomorrow.”242  This desire to relate history to current events marked a significant 
departure from the previous insistence on keeping a proper perspective on historical 
events and connected to discussions of citizenship by insisting that history should help 
students understand and make choices regarding present day events.  This interest in 
bringing the story up to the present day echoed throughout all other suggestions for 
expanding the history curriculum.  This trend was marked by a desire to study the war 
itself and thereby institutionalize its memory, which can be understood as an alternative 
form of commemoration.   
 In November 1914, the Historical Association published a bibliography on 
“History and the Present War.”  This list was composed primarily of books on the history 
of the major European nations in the period leading up to the outbreak of war.  It was 
intended as a “response to an urgent request from many teachers” for material to help 
them and their students understand the causes of the war.  The leaflet’s brief introduction 
also argued that “teachers of history have a unique opportunity to serve both their country 
                                                





and the cause of history by showing how necessary for the understanding of the present 
crisis is an acquaintance with the history of preceding processes and events.”243  This 
view of teaching history as a service to the country implied that a proper understanding of 
the events leading up to the war would cause people to support the nation’s war effort.  A 
“Supplementary Bibliography of the War” was published in November 1915.  It noted 
that over the past year “Europe has been deluged both in blood and in ink” and it 
included a wide variety of scholarly works and first hand accounts published since the 
war began, “which seem to have some educational value.”  A section entitled “German 
Intrigue, Barbarity and Kultur” echoed British propaganda, making it clear that “the 
understanding of the present crisis” was not based on purely objective considerations.244   
In connection with the history of the war itself, there were many discussions on 
the need to expand the teaching of naval and military history more generally.  In 1924 
and 1925, the Historical Association published two major bibliographies of naval 
history.245  The second referred to the Navy as “a Service on which depends under the 
good Providence of God the safety of the realm (not to speak of its honour and welfare) 
just as much in days of peace as in hours of battle.”246  This focus on the Navy as 
defending the nation both literally and spiritually had also been a major subject of 
discussion during the war.  One speaker at the Historical Association’s tenth annual 
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meeting in January 1916, Geoffrey A. R. Callendar of the Royal Naval College, 
Osborne,247 summed up the previous eighteen months of the war with the statement, “the 
German Army had failed in all it undertook to do, and the British Navy had succeeded” 
and reassured his audience that the British and their allies would continue to win.  
Callendar then redefined “an island” as “a piece of land entirely surrounded by the British 
Fleet.”248  This statement suggested a bit of anxiety over developments in military 
technology since it implied that a piece of land entirely surrounded by water was no 
longer safe enough in wartime.  It also illustrated the centrality of the Navy to definitions 
of British national identity.249 
The same meeting also included lectures on military history, such as the one by 
Thomas Seccombe of the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, arguing that military history 
should be closely linked to a study of European history and should abandon its traditional 
“watchwords about ‘business,’ ‘volunteers,’ ‘playing fields,’ [and] ‘muddling through.’”  
He therefore wanted to move away from the amateurish view of war embodied in the 
public school ethos and toward a more professional military and a more realistic 
evaluation of Britain’s place in the world.  Seccombe was certainly one of the most 
critical speakers, as in his statement that, “the indifference of our politicians to external 
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and military problems was unique in the world, and revealed an obsolete conception of 
our position.”250  While most other members of the Historical Association did not present 
this problem in the same light as Seccombe, many agreed that Britain’s previously 
isolationist foreign policy was now an “obsolete conception” and wanted to correct this 
view by expanding the history curriculum to include other areas of the world.  
The move toward teaching European and American history had begun before the 
war with the publication of a bibliography covering recent history in these areas, and the 
experience of the war only accelerated such recommendations.  Not only were books on 
European history included in bibliographies about the war, but the Historical Association 
also published separate bibliographies on world history in 1924 and modern European 
history in 1927 and 1936.251  Many of these expressed some ambivalence over the 
question of whether Britain was actually part of Europe or not.  This highlights the way 
in which World War I marked an important transition from the time of the so-called “Pax 
Britannica,” when Britain’s foreign policy was focused on relations with the empire, to 
the twentieth century, when Britain was more closely connected to European affairs.   
It is, however, important not to overestimate this change given that imperial 
history emerged as another focus of study in the interwar years.  This related both to the 
continued importance of the empire to definitions of British national identity and to the 
significant participation of dominions and colonies in the British war effort.  At the tenth 
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annual meeting in January 1916, Sir Charles P. Lucas, who had previously served in the 
Colonial Office and was currently a fellow at All Soul’s College, Oxford,252 defended the 
teaching of empire history in relation to the present war and argued for increased 
coverage in textbooks.  He dismissed what he saw as an outdated idea that teaching about 
the history of empire would “be both the child and the parent of bombast and vainglory,” 
suggesting instead that “while it was true to say that Great Britain had made the Empire, 
it was equally true to say that the Empire had made the present Great Britain.”253  Pollard 
offered a similar view of imperial identity when speaking of “Greater Britain.”  He 
specifically linked this identity to wartime experiences stating, “Britons take the whole 
Empire for their home, and every subject of the King for themselves.  This expansion of 
home and self explained the idealism for which we were fighting.”254  The Historical 
Association also published a bibliography of books on imperial history.255  In addition, 
the desire to study American history connected to a recognition of the growing 
importance of the United States in world affairs and a broad definition of racial and 
cultural identity encompassing the Anglo-Saxon world.   
The major goals of the Historical Association were summed up in two resolutions 
introduced by Clarence Henry Kennett Marten of Eton and Rachel R. Reid of University 
College London, which were passed at the eleventh annual meeting in January 1917.  The 
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first expressed a belief that “the value of historical teaching… lies chiefly in the training 
of pupils to discern through the details the main lines of historical development, and to 
understand something of the conditions – social, political, moral, intellectual and 
economic – that have moulded the present” and in providing “valuable training in the 
search for truth.”  The second stated that “the study of history should be approached 
through that of the political community in which the pupils live” and defined “the history 
of the British Empire as a whole” and “our relations with other peoples” as central to 
understanding this political community.  Marten and Reid hoped that these suggestions 
“would result in the growth of a sober and justifiable patriotism, and a feeling of national 
responsibility in the place of the ignorance and the levity which too often masqueraded at 
home under the false guise of patriotism.”256  Training in independent thought and ideals 
of citizenship would therefore be combined with new subjects of study to create a type of 
patriotism founded on a real knowledge of and an implied respect for British traditions 
and institutions and an expansive definition of British imperial identity.  These 
resolutions would have been distributed directly to schoolteachers across the country in 
the published report of the meeting.  In addition, the Historical Association’s essays and 
bibliographies helped shape both the form and content of history textbooks, especially on 
the many points where they agreed with the recommendations of the Board of Education.   
 
THE BOARD OF EDUCATION 
 
                                                





 The Board of Education was established by the 1899 Board of Education Act in 
an attempt to coordinate the various government departments involved in the system of 
state sponsored schooling.257  The Board became increasingly involved in secondary 
education in general after the Education Act of 1902 raised the minimum school-leaving 
age to thirteen, and in the teaching of history in particular in 1908 with the publication of 
“Circular 599: Teaching of History in Secondary Schools.”  World War I served as a 
catalyst for further change including an overhaul of the examinations system in 1917, the 
extension of mandatory education to age fourteen in the 1918 Education Act, and 
increased discussions on the purposes and content of the history curriculum that were 
often framed by cooperation with the Historical Association.  The 1918 Education Act 
also set the stage for a series of major reports including “Pamphlet 37: The Teaching of 
History” in 1923, the Hadow Report in 1926, and the Spens Report in 1938.   
 Even though the President of the Board of Education was a political appointment, 
there seems to have been a general reluctance to politicize specific curriculum 
recommendations for the state schools.  The Labour Party devoted the most space to the 
issue of education in its party publications, primarily because it viewed expanded state 
education as a requirement for greater social equality.  This interest was recognized by 
the appointment of Arthur Henderson as the President of the Board of Education under 
the Asquith coalition government, making him the first Labour cabinet minister.  In their 
1918 platform Labour and the New Social Order, the party considered “a genuine 
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nationalization of education” to be “the first step toward social reconstruction.”258  
Similarly, the 1922 party publication Secondary Education for All, by leading educational 
reformer R. H. Tawney, called for transferring all students to secondary schools at age 
eleven-plus and extending secondary education to age sixteen.  It also opposed major 
funding cuts in education as an unjust policy of “making the children pay for the war.”259  
These recommendations were focused more on the overall expansion of state education 
than on any discussions of how to teach specific subjects such as history.   
 In many Board of Education publications, correspondence, and internal minutes, 
there was an explicit desire to remain above party politics by deferring to the 
independence of local authorities, individual teachers, and the Historical Association.  
This related to Bryce’s comparison between the British and French education systems 
and was expressed in the introduction to “Circular 599,” which stated that, “it must be 
clearly understood that it is not the wish of the Board to lay down strict rules either as to 
the arrangement of the course or the methods of teaching.”260  This attitude is best seen in 
relation to textbook recommendations.  In response to a letter asking for advice on 
textbooks, John W. Mackail, a long-time permanent official at the Board of Education 
who had worked on the reorganization of secondary education after the 1902 Education 
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Act,261 wrote that “it is against the practice of the Board to recommend particular editions 
of text books” but “a list of suitable text books is, however, the Board understand[s], 
published by the Historical Association.”262  The Board therefore avoided any 
accusations of encouraging a particular political agenda in state sponsored education and 
at the same time showed respect to an organization of professionals in that particular 
subject.  Of course, there was also some significant overlap in membership between the 
Board of Education and the Historical Association, and officials like Mackail who made 
these recommendations would probably have known and approved of the kind of history 
teaching and related vision of British citizenship generally advocated by the Association.   
 As already mentioned, one of the most important prewar publications of the 
Board of Education was “Circular 599: Teaching of History in Secondary Schools,” 
which was first written in 1908 and reissued in 1912.  For ages twelve to sixteen, the 
circular recommended a consecutive course in English history “from the invasion of the 
Romans to the present day,” but emphasized nineteenth century colonial history much 
more than nineteenth century domestic history.  It also advocated adding “such reference 
to and explanation of the chief events of European history as is necessary for the 
understanding of English history,” as a way to correct a perceived ignorance of the 
outside world while not actually adding large sections to the curriculum.  Examinations 
were to be updated to include some foreign history and teachers were encouraged to use 
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history lessons to teach writing, note-taking skills, and geography.263  Circular 599 
paralleled prewar discussions by the Historical Association and the publication of their 
bibliography on Europe since 1815 and the US since 1783264 intentionally coincided with 
its republication in 1912. 
 These initial recommendations to teach some “chief events of European History” 
were immediately expanded by the war, leading to the publication in 1914 of “Circular 
869: Memoranda on Teaching and Organization in Secondary Schools: Modern European 
History.”  An early draft of the circular by Headlam began by stating that the outbreak of 
the war called for “knowledge as well as courage and devotion” and that, “those 
responsible for the teaching of History in Secondary Schools will be considering how 
this, like other subjects of instruction, may best be made to serve national purposes.”  He 
suggested a year-long course for older students covering Europe from 1815 to 1871 and 
focusing on topics such as the development of modern nations including Italy and 
Germany, political geography, military and naval history, and the decline of the Ottoman 
Empire with the resulting establishment of new Christian states in the Balkans.  These 
recommendations were similar to those discussed in the Historical Association during the 
war and took into account the importance of European events for Britain’s place in the 
world.  The most significant difference was that Headlam chose not to continue his 
course to the present day, showing a desire to end “history” at a point far enough in the 
past that it would still be possible to have the proper perspective on the events studied.  
Headlam did, however, suggest that many teachers would want to “carry the narrative so 
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as to explain how the present situation has arisen” and encouraged discussion of the war 
outside of the regular classroom through “special lectures or courses of reading suitable 
even for the younger pupils.”  The circular ended by upholding “the value of the ideals 
and principles by which Great Britain has, in the past, been guided” and arguing that, 
“There is no surer source of courage than the study of the past achievements and no better 
school of wisdom than the recognition of past mistakes.”265  While Headlam did not spell 
out what these past ideals and principles were, he clearly advocated looking to them for 
guidance for the future, implying a traditional and non-revolutionary understanding of 
British national identity and the responsibilities of citizenship. 
 Another topic of discussion during the war was the possibility of expanding the 
teaching of United States history, best seen in the Board of Education’s internal debate 
surrounding a letter from Lord Mersey after the U. S. entered the war in the fall of 1917.  
Lord Mersey had been a judge, but retired in 1910 and spent the rest of his life pursuing 
“voluntary public and judicial work” including serving on commissions to investigate the 
sinking of the Titanic in 1912 and the Lusitania in 1915.266  As one Board minute paper 
stated, “Lord Mersey was anxious to encourage the study of American History in Schools 
and suggested that a good way of doing this would be the provision of special text books 
written on the subject.”267  Headlam described Mersey’s letter as “one of several similar 
suggestions which have come to us recently pointing out the importance of using the 
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history teaching in schools with the direct object of producing certain political results” 
and insisted that the Board could not officially endorse any specific textbooks.  He was, 
however, sympathetic to Mersey’s desire to see more American history taught in British 
schools and to recommendations to revise the history syllabus more generally.268  The 
official response to Mersey assured him that, while the Board could not make specific 
textbook recommendations, “Mr. Fisher is fully alive to the importance of securing a 
better appreciation in America and England of the common political ideas of the two 
nations, and the question of issuing revised history syllabuses has been for some time 
past under the Board’s consideration.”269  To respond to suggestions such as the one from 
Lord Mersey, Headlam proposed “to get the Historical Association to have a discussion 
at their annual meeting on the effect of the war upon the history syllabus.”270  Once again, 
the Board of Education aimed to avoid overtly politicizing the content of British 
education by deferring to a group of trusted professionals whose implied political biases 
the Board both knew and respected.    
 Headlam quickly followed up his suggestion by writing to Pollard, then President 
of the Historical Association, and asking him to make the “reconsideration of the whole 
question of the History Syllabus” the subject of the next Historical Association meeting.  
He argued that there was a need for “a free discussion on this whole matter by those who 
are actually engaged in teaching” since most suggestions sent to the board came “from 
outside societies and political bodies who have no actual experience of school work.”271  
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Pollard quickly agreed that the history syllabus would be the topic of the Historical 
Association’s twelfth annual meeting in January 1918.  Unfortunately, Headlam could 
not attend the meeting, but he wrote a long letter to Pollard, which was read aloud at the 
meeting.  In it he argued that one result of the war was “a new interest in those matters 
which have always been in the minds of professed Historians” since “it has become clear 
to all thinking men that those who are to take their part as responsible members of the 
community must be properly equipped to give their opinions on these matters.”272 This 
evaluation of the impact of the war paralleled many of the discussions in the Historical 
Association regarding the goal of using the study of history to help train informed 
citizens.  Also, in connection to “Circular 869,” Headlam hoped that older students would 
be given the opportunity to study modern European history. 273 
T. W. Phillips, of the Board of Education, did attend the meeting, gave the Board 
a full report of it, and assured Headlam that his letter had been well received.  Phillips 
described how the war was revolutionizing the country’s international relations, noting 
that “up to 1914 England was an island; it is no longer.  The submarine and the aeroplane 
have removed our physical boundaries, and the part we are playing in the present struggle 
has leveled our political boundaries.”  He then stated that this “must have a profound 
effect on upon the way in which History should be regarded as a subject of instruction.”  
Much of his report criticized previous textbooks and teachers for stopping history in 
1815.  He used the common rhetoric of citizenship to demand that, “every boy and every 
girl before leaving school should have done sufficient work on the history of the 
                                                






nineteenth century to give them some understanding of how the world war came about” 
so that they might “be able to understand England’s position and responsibility in the 
world in which they will be living.”  Phillips therefore moved away from “Circular 
869’s” recommendation to end history in 1871, and he suggested that the Board might 
want to issue another new circular, encourage the study of recent history through 
secondary school examinations, and devote more attention to teacher training so that 
teachers would be comfortable with this new material.274 
This possibility of changing the curriculum through examinations was a relatively 
new strategy, since the war had also prompted a much-needed overhaul of the 
examinations system.  The prewar system was extremely chaotic with separate 
examination boards for universities, the civil service, branches of the military, and other 
professions.  Most exams required different forms of preparation and were given on 
different dates making it hard for teachers to adequately help individual students prepare 
for their particular exams.  Many of these problems were solved in 1917 with the 
establishment of the Secondary School Examinations Council and the coordination of 
nationwide School Certificate (basic) and Higher Certificate (advanced) examinations.275  
For history, exams were divided into general and special topic periods, requiring students 
to have a basic knowledge of a long period of history and a more in-depth knowledge of 
the assigned special period for that particular year.  In 1905 the most recent questions on 
the Cambridge History Local were on the French Revolution, Wellington, and 
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Wellesley’s administration in India, providing a fairly good indication that history was 
rarely taught past 1815.276  As with other discussions on the teaching of history, the focus 
of history examinations also changed in response to the war.  A note to the Board of 
Education from the Oxford and Cambridge Joint Board in October 1914 suggested 1789-
1871 for the general outline with a special period from 1848-1871, and asked the Board if 
“these periods will be acceptable.”277  Their proposal was promptly accepted, especially 
considering that it was perfectly in line with the most recent recommendations contained 
in “Circular 869.”  It still took quite some time for the war itself to be included as a 
subject of examination, with only a few exams in 1922 covering the period up to 1919.278  
Nevertheless, the war had a major impact on the organization and subject matter of 
school examinations and their promotion of the study of recent and European history.   
All of the Board of Education’s wartime conversations on the teaching of history 
continued into the immediate postwar years with a series of committees in 1920 and a 
major report in 1922 which was published a year later as “Pamphlet 37: The Teaching of 
History.”  The 1920 committee on Board issued circulars and syllabuses generally 
approved of the existing circulars and suggested that the Board establish nationwide 
syllabus guidelines without endorsing specific syllabuses.  Its members included two 
state school inspectors and representatives from state sponsored schools, a teacher 
                                                
276 Cambridge History Local: English History Papers Set at the Last Ten Examinations (London: 
University Examination Postal Institution, 1906). 
277 Secretaries to the Board (Oxford and Cambridge School Examination Board), Letter to the Board of 
Education, October 29, 1914, File ED 12/218, National Archives. 





training college, and a public school.279  This committee was significant because it 
showed that the Board of Education was both determined to continue wartime reforms in 
the history curriculum rather than revert to an isolationist attitude and more interested in 
directly discussing issues that had formerly been referred to the Historical Association.   
“Pamphlet 37” continued this process and served as a celebration of recent 
changes in the teaching of history.  It was based on a 1921 questionnaire, commissioned 
by Fisher, which asked schools to discuss their history program in terms of staff, time 
allotted, forms and organization, advanced courses, books, syllabus, methods, and special 
features.280  The report began by noting that, “there is now in practically all Secondary 
Schools an unbroken Course in English History from the twelfth year onward to the First 
School Examination” and that this course included more history of foreign countries than 
previously.  It then affirmed the move toward teaching more recent history, stating that, 
“History should be realized as a living thing, in touch with problems of today.”  Despite 
their approval of these changes, the authors of “Pamphlet 37” wanted to avoid “a pure 
internationalism in History teaching” because, in their view, the study of English history 
remained central to encouraging a proper view of national identity and citizenship among 
schoolchildren by creating common collective memories of the nation’s past.  The 
authors celebrated English domestic politics as “the continuous evolution of a self-
governing community, less broken in its internal evolution by revolutions than any 
other,” and encouraged students to embrace this model of gradual change.  It also 
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supported the construction of a broad imperial identity by describing how England “has 
founded more daughter nations, living like itself, than any other people, and its example 
has been followed more widely than that of any other nation, by peoples of foreign blood 
and alien traditions” as if all imperial subjects had followed England’s example of their 
own free will.281  Members of both the Board of Education and the Historical Association 
had articulated this vision of English history throughout the war.  With the publication of 
“Pamphlet 37” and its distribution to state inspectors and perhaps to Local Education 
Authorities and individual schools,282 it became official state policy to encourage this 
traditional vision of national and imperial identity while portraying it as simply derived 
from the objective facts of English history.   
The ideas expressed in “Pamphlet 37” were incorporated into the Board of 
Education’s major interwar reports on education, beginning with the Report of the 
Consultative Committee on the Education of the Adolescent, commonly known as the 
Hadow Report, published in 1926.  One of the report’s main goals for state sponsored 
education was “the forming and strengthening of… individual and national character.”283  
Regarding the teaching of history, the report established four goals: “to give the pupil an 
abiding interest in history… to get some appreciation of past ages… to understand 
something of the interaction of events and of the development from one set of conditions 
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to another as time progresses, and… to see the present as a development of the past.”284  
All relied on the development of what Bryce referred to as “the historical sense” and the 
fourth objective required the study of recent history.  The creation of separate civics 
classes was seen as unnecessary.285  One scheme suggested dividing a three-year course 
into English, British, and Imperial periods, implying that the nation’s identity had 
expanded over time.286  The report did not directly encourage the study of World War I 
and noted that there was still a lack of “due proportion” regarding recent events.  It did, 
however, promote linking course material to current events, such as “the growing sense 
of the interdependence of communities, as shown for example, in the world of the League 
of Nations,” which would have been impossible without a discussion of the war.287 
The Hadow Report inspired a series of additional reports throughout the 1930s 
including the 1938 Report of the Consultative Committee on Secondary Education with 
Special Reference to Grammar Schools and Technical High Schools, commonly known 
as the Spens Report.  At this point, state sponsored secondary education in Britain was 
divided between Grammar Schools, Multilateral Schools, Senior Schools, and Technical 
High Schools, creating a confusing system that still included a great deal of class division 
in the name of providing variety in education for different types of students.  The Spens 
Report desired to support all groups of students and advocated the creation of more 
Multilateral Schools that gave students the flexibility to “follow courses that are suited to 
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their individual needs and capacity.”288  Its authors noted that History, English literature, 
Geography and Scripture, known collectively as “the English subjects,” had replaced the 
classics as the core curriculum in most English schools, and they welcomed this 
change.289  Regarding history, they also welcomed and wished to extend “the tendency to 
pay greater attention than in the past to recent history,” viewing it as a central component 
in a “liberal education,” which would “enable men and women to understand the world in 
which they live and to contribute to the understanding of its problems.”290  This 
description of the use of the study of history for education in citizenship was similar to 
previous discussions in both the Board of Education and the Historical Association, but 
by 1938 this topic had taken on a new urgency.  The establishment of the Soviet Union 
and the rise of Italian Fascism and Nazism in Europe contributed to the perception in 
Britain that, “Democracy is now challenged.”  It was therefore essential that all British 
citizens “should be taught to understand and to think to the best of their ability.”291  
Though the teaching of some European and world history was now fairly well established 
in British schools, these perceived threats contributed to the promotion of a more 
explicitly nationalist rhetoric of citizenship.   
This change was perhaps best exemplified by the Board of Education’s reactions 
to the LNU and its suggestions regarding history education.  In October 1938, the 
Secretary of the LNU Education Committee wrote to Maurice G. Holmes, who served at 
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the Board of Education from 1908 to 1945.292  He explained that his committee had 
prepared “a number of practical suggestions for the large body of teachers… who wish to 
train their pupils in the spirit of world citizenship and to give them some knowledge of 
the history of international co-operation.”293  With his letter, he enclosed the LNU 
Education Committee’s publications on geography, modern languages, and history.  The 
pamphlet “History Teaching in Relation to World Citizenship” explained that the 
character of history education shaped students’ “mature attitudes to the political questions 
of their age” and that “the older generation can, if it chooses, exploit this opportunity of 
influencing future opinion in the interests of some political creed.”  The writers suggested 
that this was being done deliberately in other countries, presumably Germany, but neither 
accused the Board of Education of having a political agenda nor expressed a desire to put 
forward an overt political agenda of their own.  Two of the pamphlet’s three main 
criticisms, that the teaching of English history was too insular and was not carried up to 
the present day, echoed the wartime criticisms of the Historical Association.  The LNU’s 
third criticism, that “the history of friendly intercourse between nations and the 
development of the arts of peace are reduced to a minimum,” was substantially different 
and reflected the LNU’s central values of pacifism and international cooperation.  Their 
suggestions for encouraging “world citizenship” therefore rested on teaching students 
“that the world has become one, that the whole is greater than the part, that civilization is 
a collective achievement and a joint responsibility… [and] that a League of Nations is as 
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essential for carrying on the business of the world in the twentieth century as is a 
government for the business of a nation.” 294 
The LNU’s suggestions might have been well received by the Board of Education 
at an earlier date, if the expressed desire to teach the history of the League of Nations 
contained in the Hadow Report of 1926 is to be believed.  By 1938, however, not only 
did the League of Nations appear much less successful but there was also a greater 
reluctance to adopt curriculum suggestions that either altered the traditional narrative of 
English history or appeared politically motivated.  The reactions of several Board of 
Education officials to the LNU’s recommendations were extremely negative and focused 
on portrayals of the LNU as a “propagandist body.”  A lengthy note by T. Jack, a school 
inspector, accused the LNU of using “the methods of indoctrination practiced in 
authoritarian states” and thought that the study of English history was logical and should 
not be described as “narrow nationalism.”  He was particularly critical of the LNU’s 
remark that “the history a boy learns at school affords no help in the study of tomorrow’s 
newspaper,” and argued that, “Chasing newspaper topics is an aimless task.  Let the 
History master teach history,” thereby suggesting a return to a stricter divide between 
history and current events. 295  Another Board of Education official, W. R. Richardson, 
wrote back to the LNU Education Committee politely summarizing some of Jack’s 
criticisms and stressing that the LNU’s portrayal of how history was currently taught was 
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faulty.296  One final internal minute by H. Allsopp represented an extreme dismissal of 
the LNU, stating, “They are fanatics pledged to a particular ideology… They won’t give 
way.  We must not give way.  So what’s the use of talking?”  Furthermore, Allsopp 
grouped the LNU’s publication with other kinds of propaganda, arguing that “the very 
essence of democracy” was at stake since “If we give any sort of support to these folk, we 
must give it also to communists, Mosleyites, Nazis, etc.”297  This effectively ended the 
conversation.   
Before and especially during World War I the Board of Education had developed 
a close working relationship with the Historical Association.  This cooperation was based 
on overlapping membership, interacting discussions, and corresponding visions of the 
purposes and methods of developing citizenship through the teaching of history.  While 
this partnership extended into the interwar years, the Board of Education also took more 
direct interest in the development of syllabus recommendations as seen in reports such as 
“Pamphlet 37,” the Hadow Report, and the Spens Report.  These publications encouraged 
the study of recent and European history but also helped promote a vision of British 
citizenship based on a long-term, evolutionary view of British ideals and institutions and 
a stronger connection with the British Empire than with continental Europe.  This goal 
took on a new urgency in the late 1930s with perceived threats from both the 
development of Italian Fascism and Nazism on the right and the internationalism of the 
LNU on the left.  In denouncing these “propagandists,” the Board of Education continued 
to insist that its own interpretation of English history was not politically motivated.   
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CURRICULAR CHANGE IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
 
 The early twentieth century was also a time of curricular change in the public 
schools, including the increased study of history as a modern subject.  The membership 
of the Historical Association often included teachers at both state sponsored and public 
schools and the recommendations published in bibliographies, reports of meetings, and 
other essays were rarely specific to a certain type of school.  While the Board of 
Education only dealt directly with state sponsored schools, it often received advice from 
members of the public school community, such as Marten, a long-time history master at 
Eton, who served on the 1920 Committee on circulars and syllabuses.  More importantly 
the public schools began to participate in nationwide systems of inspection and 
examination, leading to the appointment of the Fleming Committee in 1942 to further 
examine the possibility of forming links between the public schools and the state system.   
While Thomas Arnold, headmaster of Rugby from 1828 to 1841, has been 
credited with introducing modern history as a subject of study in the public schools,298 
the curriculum at Rugby and other schools remained predominantly classical until the late 
nineteenth century.  For example, around 1860 subjects such as English, history, and 
geography were occasionally taught at Eton, but only by classical masters.299  By the 
1870s this had improved somewhat, but recent history was discouraged, as seen in the 
dispute between the headmaster and Oscar Browning, a history tutor who “covered such 
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dangerously modern topics as the French Revolution.”300  One of the most influential 
figures in history teaching at this time was George Townsend Warner who taught at 
Harrow from the early 1890s until his death in 1916.  As one of his most famous 
students, future historian G. M. Trevelyan, remembered “I was better taught in history 
than any other schoolboy then in England… the adaptation to school teaching of modern 
methods of studying history owes much to Harrow experiment at that period.”301  His 
methods were embraced as a model in the Board of Education’s “Pamphlet 37,”302 and 
Marten remembered him as the “most brilliant” teacher in this new era of history 
teaching.303  The establishment of the History Eighth at St. Paul’s School around the turn 
of the century was also part of this general trend.304   
The expansion of history teaching at the public schools during and after World 
War I paralleled the nationwide trends discussed earlier, but were uneven from school to 
school and often depended on the personal interests of headmasters and other faculty.  
For example, at Rugby William W. Vaughan, Headmaster from 1921 to 1931, pursued 
the transition to a more modern curriculum, thereby departing from the commitment to 
the classics under his predecessor, Albert A. David.305  The expansion of student interest 
in history at Eton was also dependent on personal leadership and was largely credited to 
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“the excellence of the Masters, led by Henry Marten.”306  On a broader level, Harrow 
seemed to lead the way again with a major reform in 1917 under Headmaster Lionel Ford 
that abolished “the distinction between Classical and Modern Sides, thereby greatly 
widening the curriculum of the School as a whole.307  Upper School forms were then 
established in classics, history, maths, modern languages, and science between 1920 and 
1925 making “the transformation of the Victorian syllabus… total and complete.”308  In 
contrast, provisions for English and History at Merchant Taylors’ School were still “quite 
inadequate” in 1925, betraying the fact that “the School had not yet adapted itself 
completely to the scope and purpose of modern education.”309   
Another important development in the public schools was increased contact and 
cooperation with the Board of Education in both inspections and examinations.  In the 
years preceding the war, the public schools began to submit voluntarily to government 
inspections, starting with the inspection of Harrow in 1906.310  Sometimes these reports 
were fairly superficial, as in Rugby’s 1914 inspection, which read “more like a 
prospectus than a serious attempt at criticism.”311  Others, like the 1914 inspection of 
Merchant Taylors’ School, praised many elements of the school but also argued that “the 
curriculum was too narrow” and “the education of the majority… was sacrificed to that of 
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the few destined to win classical scholarships.”312  Public school boys also began taking 
the nationwide School Certificate examinations, first at Eton in 1910 and followed by 
Harrow in 1911 and Rugby in 1918.  Eton retained its own July Examination as well, not 
wanting the Higher Certificate to serve as the “final test of Etonians.”313   
While the public schools often looked to their participation in World War I as a 
source of pride and a reaffirmation of their ideals and traditions, it is clear that they were 
also part of the nationwide process of curricular expansion and modernization that had 
been accelerated by the experience of the war.  The decline of the classical curriculum 
marked a change in previous definitions of gentlemanly education, which had been so 
central to the public school ethos.  In a similar way, the public schools’ increased 
connections to the state sponsored system of education began to diminish some of the 
uniqueness of the public school identities and class stratification that they implied.  One 
contributing factor to these changes was the increasingly unstable economic position of 
many public schools due to the Great Depression, which was later exacerbated by a 
decline in attendance at the outbreak of World War II.  For example, at Harrow the size 
of the student body shrank from “Over 500 in 1938 to fewer than 300 in 1942” creating a 
financial crisis that brought the school “the closest [it] came to closing its doors since 
1844.”314  As a way to both give some financial support to the public schools and also 
continue the process of integrating Britain’s multiple educational systems, the Report of 
the Committee on Public Schools and the General Education System of 1944, commonly 
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known as the Fleming Report, suggested establishing state bursaries to pay for some 
students from state primary schools to attend public schools.315  These changes, however, 
should not be exaggerated since a public school education remained an important marker 




 In 1944, the Historical Association published a leaflet on “The Planning of a 
History Syllabus for Schools” in which its authors, Reid and S. M. Toyne, reflected on 
the past activities of the Association and looked toward the future.  They echoed Bryce’s 
sentiments from 1907 that there was no need for “a regular, uniform system all over the 
country” by suggesting that even though the Historical Association’s publications had 
“been a source of inspiration and guidance to hundreds of teachers in planning their 
syllabuses and determining their methods,” they had “not made official pronouncement 
on either.”316  Instead, the Historical Association had always celebrated the independence 
and initiative of teachers and aimed to influence them through open discussion at annual 
meetings, essays and suggestions written by respected professionals, and 
recommendations for textbooks and other reading.  The Board of Education similarly 
relied on the power of suggestion to influence the history syllabus by referring many 
questions to the Historical Association and also publishing its own guidelines, but not 
rules, in its circulars, pamphlets, and other reports.  In addition, these conversations were 
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influential because they brought together teachers, historians, and administrators from 
multiple institutions including the pubic schools, universities and the state sponsored 
education system.  There were, of course, alternative suggestions for the teaching of 
history in British schools, most notably the vision of world citizenship and international 
cooperation endorsed by the LNU.  However, the cooperation between the Historical 
Association and the Board of Education gave a sense of both professional and legal 
authority to their traditional understanding of British history. 
 This traditional view rested on the portrayal of British history as a narrative of 
slow but continual progress and of British national identity as part of a broader imperial 
identity.  Both parts of this story contributed to the goal of educating British 
schoolchildren to be loyal citizens who were not inclined to participate in revolutionary 
activities and were proud of their nation’s past and its place in the world.  The experience 
of World War I significantly altered the conversations about the teaching of history but 
ultimately reinforced this traditional narrative that was often closely connected to the 
messages expressed in school memorials.  First, wartime involvement in European affairs 
marked a significant departure from Britain’s foreign policy throughout much of the 
nineteenth century and contributed to proposals for studying European history either as 
part of courses in British history or as a separate subject.  The role played by the United 
States in World War I marked a similar change in international relations, prompting a 
new interest in studying American history and updating views on Anglo-American 
relations.  The history of the British Empire remained important, but the wartime 





its tone from one of imperial rule to a celebration of the cooperation of the “daughter 
nations” of the commonwealth.  Perhaps most importantly, the need to understand the 
causes and events of the war prompted suggestions for studying more recent history and 
even contemporary events.  This last point was founded on the assumption that the study 
of history was necessary for making informed political choices in the present.  Teaching 
history was, therefore, the best way to teach citizenship at a time when first the expansion 
of the vote and later the threats of Communism, Fascism and Nazism made all citizens 
responsible for maintaining Britain’s democracy in the face of domestic and foreign 
challenges.  As Reid and Toyne put it, history had been “long regarded as indispensable 
for men of affairs” but was “no less necessary now for a democracy which claims 
freedom and power but has yet to learn that both impose responsibility.”317 
 These nationwide discussions on the purposes and content of the history 
curriculum probably inspired individual teachers to change their syllabuses, were 
eventually reflected in the increasingly standardized examinations system, and had a 
direct impact on the content of history textbooks.  In addition, the publication of specific 
book recommendations in the Historical Association’s bibliographies would have 
contributed to the popularity of textbooks that promoted the vision of British history 
advocated by the Association’s other publications.  Some of the books recommended 
were even written by members of the Association, who were, of course, also leading 
professionals in the field.  The introduction to a 1935 bibliography outlined several 
criteria for judging textbooks and noticed that, “there has been a striking improvement in 
                                                





all these particulars.”  This improvement was then immediately attributed to “the 
influence of the publications and other activities of the Historical Association.”318  The 
circulars and other recommendations of the Board of Education were understood to have 
a similar influence.  For example, in responding to Lord Mersey’s letter on teaching 
American history, the Board of Education assured him that if they made general syllabus 
recommendations they would “be followed, as similar suggestions have been in the past, 
by the production of better text-books.”319  This letter was probably referring to the 
publication of new textbooks following the guidelines established in “Circular 599.”  In 
altering the nation’s conversations about the teaching of history, the experience of World 
War I had made the war itself an appropriate subject for study in Britain’s secondary 
schools and it became an important topic in several of the textbooks endorsed by both 
government and professional authorities.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE WAR AS HISTORY 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 The 1927 edition of Marten and Carter’s Histories: Book IV The Latest Age 
includes four photographs in its chapter on “The Great World War.”  The first is of 
“Trench Warfare in France” and portrays a landscape of dirt and barbed wire with a shell 
bursting in the distance.  Its caption calls attention to these conditions and explains that 
the main action is, “an officer… leading a small party of British troops on a daylight raid 
against the German trenches.”320  This photograph gave students a glimpse of the 
everyday life of soldiers in a way that reaffirmed general statements about heroism and 
good spirit despite major stalemates and setbacks.  The second photograph, “The German 
Battle Cruiser “Seydlitz” on Fire during the Battle of Jutland,” is almost entirely obscured 
by a large cloud of smoke, creating a dramatic portrayal of naval operations.  Its caption 
draws attention to the significance of new technology, stating that, “This wonderful 
photograph gives some idea of what a modern naval battle is really like.”321  This 
emphasis on Jutland is one example of the centrality of naval operations to the narratives 
of the war presented in British textbooks, which connected to both traditional British 
identities and the importance of the empire.  The third photograph, “A Tank in Action on 
the Western Front, 1917,” also presents a dramatic view of new military technology.322  
The celebration of British industry and inventions framed descriptions of new weapons 
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and provided textbooks writers with a way to discuss an aspect of the unprecedented 
nature of the war with a positive tone.  Finally, the fourth photograph shows “General 
Allenby entering Jerusalem, December 11, 1917.”  The scene is bright and triumphant as 
Allenby marches through the city with other officers, watched by people from the streets, 
balconies and rooftops.323  The capture of Jerusalem was covered in many textbooks in a 
way that emphasized the importance of military operations outside of Europe and the 
centrality of the empire.  This also added a religious tone to the war against the Ottoman 
Empire.  Printing pictures has always been expensive and the selection of a few images 
would have been an important process.  These four photographs helped frame many of 
the key themes of the war by reinforcing the narrative described in the text with powerful 
visuals.   
 
 
Figure 13: “Trench Warfare in France” 
                                                


















Figure 16: “General Allenby entering Jerusalem, December 11, 1917” 
 
 Marten and Carter’s history also serves as a good example of the influence of the 
discussions on the teaching of history outlined in the previous chapter on individual 
textbooks, with its desire to connect British history to European events and claim to “give 
the reader some idea of the meaning and responsibilities of Citizenship.”324  In addition, it 
is important to remember that Marten was an active member of the Historical 
Association.  This book, however, was only one of many textbooks published during the 
interwar years, and given their number and variety is it possible to discover which books 
British students were actually using?  This is a difficult question, due to a lack of direct 
evidence on the level of individual classrooms, but a variety of methods help to 
determine which texts students were most likely to read.  One way is to look at the books 
recommended in bibliographies published by the Historical Association and to assume 
                                                





that this professional endorsement would have made these texts more popular.  
Textbooks endorsed in this way included works by Gardiner, Reddaway, Warner and 
Marten, Fisher, Elliot, and Mobbs.  Evidence of popularity can also be gained from the 
textbooks themselves since frequent revisions and republications suggest that there was a 
demand for a certain book.  For example, Edward J. S. Lay’s The English People was 
printed in 1922, 1923, 1924, 1925, 1929, and 1930, and revised in 1937.325  There are 
also some clues at the level of individual schools, such as the note in the Rugby 
Headmaster’s Meeting on July 11, 1919 that “The Headmaster desires that as from Jan 
1920 the English History used… should be that of Gardiner.”326  It is probably safe to 
assume that they would have used the most recent version of Gardiner’s text, published in 
1919.327  School library records, such as those of the Vaughan Library at Harrow, give a 
broader view of what books were at least available to students.  These records include 
several textbooks, such as Warner and Marten, Fletcher, and Hassall, as well as a 
selection of books that dealt specifically with World War I.328  Finally, the League of 
Nations Union published its own lists of recommended textbooks in a way that echoed 
the methods of the Historical Association and provided an alternate view of the history of 
the war.329 
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 The narratives of the causes, events, and aftermath of World War I presented in 
British textbooks during the interwar years were both uniquely British and grounded in 
that particular moment of history.  This may seem obvious, but it is important to note that 
a French textbook from the same time would not have devoted the same space to an 
image of the Battle of Jutland and a British textbook from the mid-1950s would not have 
drawn the same conclusions about the war’s implications for the glorious future of the 
British Empire.  The majority of textbooks conformed to the narrative of the war 
suggested in Marten and Carter’s images of heroism in the face of adversity, naval 
prowess, industry and innovation, and victories gained for God and the empire.  While 
most authors discussed the unprecedented nature of the war in terms of its scale and use 
of modern technologies, Britain’s reasons for fighting and the values it defended 
coincided with the traditional vision of British history advocated by members of the 
Historical Association and Board of Education.  The establishment of the League of 
Nations was initially included in this narrative of progress, though many of these hopes 
were revised throughout the 1930s, and the division between mainstream textbooks and 
LNU books remained significant but not absolute.  World War I is commonly interpreted 
as an event that shattered nineteenth century Britain’s belief in progress.  In the case of 
textbooks, however, the traditional vision of national identity and progress, much like the 
“high diction” of memorial language, was “not the least of the ultimate casualties of the 
war, but its staying power was astonishing.”330  This continuity related to the political 
                                                





views of textbook writers who, by simplifying and justifying the nation’s participation in 
the war to a young audience, sought to avoid disillusionment and discontent.   
 
TEXTBOOK NARRATIVES OF THE WAR 
 
 In reaction to “Circular 599,” several textbooks in the immediate pre-war years 
began to include more modern history, covering events that eventually led to World War 
I.  For example Arthur Hassall of Christ Church, Oxford, discussed the “tendency to 
increased armaments” in Europe “under the lead of Germany” and suggested that Britain 
must, therefore, “maintain a navy and army of suitable strength” and strengthen its ties 
“not only to all her self-governing Colonies, but also to France, Russia, and the United 
States.”331  M. W. Keatinge and N. L. Frazer similarly provided students with discussions 
of “the growth of the Empire” and “the events which have created the existing Great 
Powers of Europe.”332  Despite this trend toward recent history, several books treated the 
reign of Edward VII as a brief conclusion.333  A few writers resisted this trend toward 
recent history more strongly, most notably Charles Robert Leslie Fletcher, a master at 
Eton, whose 1923 textbook ends in 1880 and contains an apology in its preface for 
“tormenting my readers with yet another volume on the History of Britain, and that a 
volume brought down to within forty-three years of the present time” since he had 
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previously “laid down the year 1815 as the limit of historical time.”334  Warner and 
Marten’s 1912 edition also characterized the last twenty-five years as “too near for 
historical judgments upon them to be crystallized.”335  In his 1921 revisions, however, 
Marten not only added the events of 1912-1921 but also substantially reinterpreted the 
entire period from 1871-1914 to include much more European and world history.336  This 
provides a concrete example of how the experience of the war redefined textbook writers’ 
views of what should be included in history books.  The war itself was covered in detail 
in most textbooks throughout the interwar years, including discussions of long term and 
immediate mobilization, the various theaters of military operations, and the peace treaties 
and their aftermath.   
 Descriptions of the underlying causes of the war focused primarily on Germany 
and its national character, leadership, and naval and colonial aims, but they also included 
some notes on the aims of other countries and the general problems of race and 
nationalism.  A study question in J. T. Mulley’s 1924 study book asks “Why did the 
nations fear Germany after 1870-71?”337  One reason for fear was the perception that 
German national character was based on authoritarianism and militarism since, as 
Gardiner stated, the nation “was really governed by the aristocratic class of Prussia,” who 
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“believed their army invincible.”338  In the same vein, David Morris believed that this 
“Prussian military sprit” had influenced “a whole generation of German professors and 
school-masters” and therefore the entire population held ideas of national greatness 
“which could only be realized by war.”339  Several textbooks personalize these German 
characteristics by focusing on the aims of Kaiser William II and his “reckless 
ambition”340 or desire to “develop his empire as a maritime and colonial power,”341 
thereby creating a specific threat to the position of Britain and its empire.  Warner and 
Marten focused on German aggression by marking Germany’s 1900 Navy Law as the 
moment when Anglo-German relations began to deteriorate.342  In addition, Gardiner 
argued that German naval aims were unjustified since the country “was almost self-
supporting” while England’s “life depends on over seas supplies.”343  German colonial 
aims were most dramatically discussed in relation to the Middle East where plans for the 
Berlin to Baghdad Railway were viewed by Marten and Carter as threatening Britain’s 
“open road to India and the East… just as it had been endangered by Napoleon and the 
French in Egypt and by the Russians on the Black Sea.”344  W. F. Reddaway, of King’s 
College, Cambridge, even introduced the possibility that the railway would enable the 
Germans to “dominate south-western Asia and Mohammedans throughout the world.”345  
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On the whole, Germany was blamed for the Europe-wide arms race since it had increased 
its army and navy until, as D. Morris noted, “in self-defence the other nations were 
compelled to bear a crushing weight of armaments.”346   
The ambitions of other countries and nationalism more generally occasionally 
entered the picture, with James H. Gense, a teacher at St. Xavier’s High School, Bombay, 
pointing to “Russian territorial aspirations” and the French desire “to reconquer Alsace 
and Lorraine.”347  Many authors combined the concepts of race and nationality, 
particularly in regard to the tensions between Germany and Russia, such as G. W. 
Morris’s statement that “The whole question at bottom was really a struggle between two 
races.348  The ongoing problems in the Balkans and the Austro-Hungarian Empire where 
also understood in racial terms, with Warner and Marten describing the area as “a 
museum of races.”349  The origins of the war were therefore described on a Europe-wide 
basis, but with particular attention to Germany as the primary aggressor whose policies 
most directly threatened Britain’s position.   
In explaining the causes of the war, textbooks also introduced students to 
Britain’s pre-war responses to perceived German aggression in domestic policies, 
military preparations, and international affairs.  Many writers portrayed British public 
opinion as an important factor in military preparation, including Hassall’s description of 
Lord Roberts’ campaign for conscription as “being supported by large numbers of 
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Englishmen.”350  Reddaway argued that the British government “was forced by public 
opinion to face the cost of additional Dreadnoughts,” and described the Second 
Moroccan Crisis as seeming “to thrust all domestic difficulties into the background, and 
to call for instant readiness for war.”351  In foreign affairs, Britain was often portrayed as 
initially “aloof from continental disputes and fighting”352 and suspicious of the aims of 
Austria, Russia, and France as well as Germany.353  It was, as Marten and Carter insisted, 
the perception of German aggression, discussed above, which “now drove Britain to 
change her policy and enter into an understanding” with France and Russia.354  Several 
authors celebrated the role of Kind Edward VII “the peacemaker” in improving relations 
with France.355  Perhaps most importantly, British policy was contrasted with that of 
Germany, with Warner and Marten characterizing the Triple Entente as “diplomatic 
rather than military,”356 and Reddaway praising the 1906 Imperial Conference for 
granting “full colonial freedom to the Boers” and thereby illustrating “the triumph of 
British policy in a region where German methods had conspicuously failed.”357  British 
entry into the alliance system was portrayed as defensive and supported by a sense of 
entitlement to their empire and the command of the high seas based on a previous history 
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of supposedly benevolent control that contrasted directly to Germany’s aggressive, 
upstart status among the world powers.   
Discussions of the immediate outbreak of the war often viewed the initial crisis 
surrounding the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife as a European 
affair that Britain’s foreign secretary Edward Grey tried to moderate, and the subsequent 
German invasion of Belgium as the event that forced Britain into the conflict.  The 
assassination itself was not often covered in great detail and Gardiner characterized it as a 
pretext for war rather than its real cause.358  The Austrian ultimatum to Serbia was almost 
universally criticized as overly aggressive since it made demands “to which no free 
nation could agree”359 because they would have made Serbia “little more than a 
dependent state of Austria.”360  Several writers also argued that the ultimatum was 
inspired by Germany with D. Morris going so far as to describe it as “dictated at 
Berlin,”361 thereby linking Germany’s aggressive aims to the actual outbreak of 
hostilities.  In a notable exception, Hassall described efforts by Kaiser Wilhelm to assume 
“the role of mediator,” but suggested that he did so only because he “apparently did not 
realize how far things had gone,”362 thus replacing belligerence with ignorance.   
The real mediator for most writers, and the only hero at this stage in the war, was 
Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign minister.  Reddaway described him as “one of those rare 
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statesmen whose chief motive is general goodwill,”363 and his noble efforts at mediation 
were welcomed by Britain’s allies while, as Gardiner pointed out, “Germany rejected 
every proposal making for peace, or even for delay.”364  The German invasion of 
Belgium on August 4, 1914 brought Britain into the war and was interpreted by many 
textbook writers, including Marten and Carter, as offering a clear distinction between 
Germany’s dismissal of the 1839 treaty guaranteeing Belgian neutrality as a “scrap of 
paper” and Britain’s defense of that treaty as “one of the main securities of the European 
system of peace.”365  Further coverage related to the German invasion and occupation of 
Belgium in some textbooks supported the views established by wartime propaganda, such 
as Gardiner’s inclusion of an entire section entitled “German Atrocities.”366  While many 
descriptions of Britain’s war aims emphasized ideas of honour, legality, and fair play, 
these were usually mixed with more practical strategic concerns.  For example, Margaret 
M. Elliot described Britain’s goals to “maintain the principle of the sacredness of treaties, 
and defend a weaker and smaller nation against a stronger, and above all to preserve her 
own safety and independence.”367  Warner and Marten were more specific in describing 
Britain’s desire “to prevent the coasts opposite her shores being used as a possible base 
for hostile attacks,” and saw past conflicts with Spain and France as precedents for this 
concern.368  British involvement was, therefore, seen as part of a familiar pattern of 
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intervention in continental affairs in order to check “the schemes of over-ambitious 
rulers.”369 
Having entered the war, Britain began to mobilize its resources both at home and 
throughout the empire.  Textbook writers approached this subject by focusing on imperial 
unity, the transition from voluntary recruitment to conscription, the formation of coalition 
governments, and the importance British industry.  Gardiner portrayed the German 
invasion of Belgium as a mistake because that action “had united against her the British 
Empire as it had never been united before,”370 and Reddaway specifically pointed out 
how even “India, Ireland, and a great majority of Boers embrac[ed] the common 
cause.”371  Many authors adopted the rhetoric of voluntary assistance for “the Mother 
Country,”372 which framed Britain as the benevolent leader of an imperial family, and 
connected to ideas of citizenship and imperial identity discussed in the previous chapter.  
In addition, Gardiner’s description of how “our young men responded magnificently to 
the call for volunteers”373 echoed the narratives of public school participation, which had 
made the willingness to serve a masculine ideal.  Most discussions of recruiting centered 
around the activities of Lord Herbert Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War, who was 
praised for having “the foresight to see that the war would last at least three years” and 
for inspiring “such confidence and enthusiasm in the country that, literally, millions of 
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volunteers came freely forward at his bidding.”374  The introduction of conscription in 
1916 was usually mentioned but discussed in less detail.  For example, Hassall simply 
described it as a necessity arising as “the colossal task before the nation was gradually 
appreciated.”375  Warner and Marten similarly viewed conscription as a necessity but 
used it as an example of how the war required “that the Englishman should give up his 
traditional liberty.”376  Wartime changes in Britain’s government were usually narrated as 
a search for “energetic” leaders, prompting the creation of Asquith’s coalition 
government in 1915 and its replacement by Lloyd George’s coalition in 1916.377  The 
other focal point of domestic affairs was the mobilization of British industry, making the 
country “one vast workshop to satisfy the needs, naval and military, not only of the 
British but of their Allies.”378  The participation of women in the nation’s war effort was 
often ignored or summed up briefly, as in Gardiner’s 1919 text which stated, “and it must 
not be forgotten that in all except the fighting the women shared splendidly.”379  All 
elements of mobilization contributed to the unprecedented scale of total war, a point of 
discontinuity with previous conflicts that most textbook writers fully admitted.  For 
example, G. W. Morris stated that, “in this war the army was the nation… it was a 
swaying struggle between peoples, a test of endurance as to which could stand the strain 
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of mind and body the longest,”380 but, as Mulley noted, Britain faced this test of 
endurance with the same “spirit that beat Napoleon after twenty years of war.”381 
The bulk of most textbooks’ coverage of the war was devoted to military 
operations.  The great battles of the Western Front formed the center of many of these 
descriptions, focusing on reasons for Germany’s initial failures, French heroism at 
Verdun, and the major British-led offensives.  The British army’s first major engagement 
at Mons was portrayed by Gardiner as a heroic stand in which “the British held up far 
superior forces of the enemy” before they were forced to retreat.382  Mulley presented a 
similar picture, noting that “the German generals thought the British were demoralized by 
retreat,” which implies that this was a mistaken assumption.383  Reasons for German 
failures varied, with Gardiner emphasizing “the resistance of the Belgians and the 
intervention of the English,”384 and Warner and Marten noting that “the Russians had 
mobilized quicker than expected, and, to relieve the pressure in France, had invaded East 
Prussia” forcing the Germans to move troops to the Eastern Front.385  Gense similarly 
recognized the importance of Russian mobilization, but noted that, “the Russian invasion 
in to East Prussia ended in disaster.”386  The relative importance of Britain’s allies and the 
interdependence of the war’s many fronts illustrated significant differences between 
many interwar textbook writers, as seen in varying characterizations of the French 
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defense of Verdun.  Most texts celebrated how the French “gallantly held on”387 or “made 
a heroic stand.”388  Several authors, however, emphasized the role of the Allies in placing 
additional stress on the Germans, such as G. W. Morris who explained how “the Russians 
attacked towards Hungary, the British on the Somme, the Italians… toward Trieste.”389   
Major British battles were sometimes presented as outright victories, such as 
Hassall’s description of the First Battle of Ypres as “one of the most magnificent battles 
in British history.”390  Other authors presented more realistic descriptions, including 
Warner and Marten’s note that the Battle of the Somme had “far exceeded all other 
offensives as regards the number of men and amount of material employed” in which 
“the amount of ground actually acquired was not commensurate with the expenditure of 
men and munitions.”  Nevertheless, they introduced some positive results, arguing that 
“the German war machine was strained almost to breaking-point.”391  Many authors used 
these battles as an opportunity to emphasize the importance of the Empire.  For example, 
Hassal drew attention to “the value of our Indian and colonial troops was again and again 
attested, New Zealanders, Australians, Canadians, and South Africans fighting with 
utmost gallantry” in the battle of the Somme.392  In retrospect, textbook writers admitted 
the limited gains of these battles, but still portrayed them as illustrating Allied and 
imperial cooperation and contributing, in some way, to the Allies’ ultimate victory. 
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Descriptions of daily life in the trenches and the new military technologies that 
made these experiences so different from previous wars focused on the continual nature 
of fighting on the Western Front and introduced the methods and concerns of social 
history.  Even though most writers conformed to the traditional method of discussing 
wars based on their major battles, many admitted that such descriptions did not accurately 
reflect the experience of trench warfare.  For example, Elliot described the “continuous 
fighting, raids and counter-raids across the dismal “No Man’s Land” that separated the 
trenches of the opposing sides,” and included a photograph of “Soldiers in the Trenches” 
whose caption instructed students to “notice the barbed wire, the dug-out, and the sand-
bags.”393  George W. Southgate, a history master at Ilford County High School for Boys, 
traced these developments to the extensive use of artillery, noting that “it was said, and 
probably with truth, that the amount of ammunition consumed in a single day would have 
been sufficient to serve for a whole campaign in a nineteenth century war,” which made 
“underground shelters… essential to protect men from the effects of continuous 
bombardment.”394  New military technologies were often characterized as either barbaric 
German weapons or important British innovations.  For example, Marten and Carter 
portrayed poison gas as a “new and terrible” German invention, which the Allies were 
also forced to adopt.395  Similarly, “air raids were planned to terrorise and destroy 
defenceless cities,”396 but British developments in “anti-aircraft guns and aeroplanes met 
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the airship menace.”397  Perhaps the most celebrated British innovation was the tank, as 
seen in Marten and Carter’s photograph.  Many authors seemed to take great delight in 
introducing the new tanks, such as Elliot’s description of “a kind of steel armoured 
wagon constructed to crawl like a giant caterpillar through trenches and over mounds 
with equal ease.”398  Warner and Marten presented a fairly dismal picture of the 
psychological effects of these new types of warfare, noting that “the result was that the 
strain on men’s nerves in the later stages of the war was of a kind incomparable with that 
in any previous warfare.”399  For others, including Mulley, these same conditions simply 
created a new way to measure heroism as the ability to remain calm under fire since the 
story of the Western Front became one “of dogged endurance, of almost incredible 
hardships, of attack and counter-attack, of heroic fighting through summer heat and 
winter frost,”400 a description that paralleled some remarks of public school old boys.   
If the major events of the Western Front formed the core of most narratives about 
the war, extensive coverage of additional events, primarily those relating to colonial and 
naval operations, marked these narratives as distinctly British.  One of the most important 
events was the British invasion of and subsequent retreat from the Gallipoli Peninsula.  
Most textbooks stressed the operation’s goal of opening communication and supply lines 
with Russia and Southgate, even suggested that if it had succeeded “the Russian collapse 
might have been averted.”401  Descriptions of the fighting consistently celebrated the 
heroism and masculinity of ordinary soldiers and sailors regardless of the outcome of the 
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campaign or problems of leadership, thereby echoing common memorial language.  
Marten and Carter stated that “the story of their heroism will never be forgotten,”402 and 
Hassall even used the term “conspicuous bravery,” which was the primary requirement 
for Victoria Cross awards, and characterized the entire campaign as “one of the most 
glorious failures in the history of warfare.”403  Others specifically stressed the heroism of 
troops from Australia and New Zealand.404  Reasons for the retreat were not often 
discussed, but a few textbooks did offer harsh critiques of “faulty generalship”405 or poor 
management by “the home authorities.”406  Despite these failures, several authors, 
including Warner and Marten, attempted to salvage some slight military advantage from 
the campaign, noting how “it had put fresh heart into the Russians, it had kept large 
Turkish forces from being used elsewhere, and it at any rate postponed for five critical 
months the entry of Bulgaria into the war.”  As a result, “the thousands who died there 
cannot be said to have died in vain,”407 an evaluation of military results that also appealed 
to traditional memorial language. 
Other British operations in the Middle East were more successful as early 
setbacks gave way to victories in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Palestine and eventually led 
to the defeat of the Ottoman Empire.  In many textbooks, these campaigns formed the 
most dramatic narratives of the war since they offered clear victories, traditional heroes, 
exotic and historical settings, and connections to the importance of empire.  The most 
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important initial defeat was the British surrender at Kut-el-amara in April 1916, but some 
textbooks suggest that its significance was primarily symbolic.  Gardiner presented 
General Sir Stanley Maude’s subsequent recapture of Kut as an event that was less 
important from a military point of view than for its ability “to raise the fallen prestige of 
Britain in the east.”408  Mulley did point out that Maude’s later capture of Baghdad meant 
that, “The enemy’s hopes of a land advance on India were thus frustrated,”409 
emphasizing the British tendency to view all events in the Middle East based on their 
possible relationship to India.  On a similar note, British expansion in the Middle East 
was seen as justified based on this need to protect existing colonies, and the move to 
place Egypt under British administration was, therefore, described by Hassall as a 
defensive measure.410   
The most significant event in the Middle East, according to most textbooks, was 
General Allenby’s capture of Jerusalem in December 1917.  Many authors compared 
Allenby to the Crusaders, including Warner and Marten who noted that, “for the first time 
since 1187, Jerusalem was once again controlled by a Christian country – and 
appropriately enough General Allenby made his entry less than a fortnight before 
Christmas day.”411  Allenby’s campaign in Palestine was hailed as “the most complete 
victory of the whole war,”412 and could therefore be covered as a more traditional 
military story, providing a welcomed alternative to the narratives of stalemate on the 
Western Front.  Similarly, in contrast to the confusing changes in the nature of warfare 
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and weapons technology in other areas, many battles in the Middle East were won by 
traditional cavalry attacks, and Mulley described Allenby as “a brilliant cavalry 
leader.”413  Finally, these British campaigns were seen as “contribut[ing] more than 
anything else to the breakup of the Turkish Empire,”414 taking away any credit from 
Britain’s allies.   
Military operations in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific were almost always mentioned 
in British textbooks, but not often covered in great detail.  These discussions provided a 
space to acknowledge help received from Japanese or French colonial allies,415 but their 
main focus was on the role played by the British Empire in conquering the German 
Empire.  For example, G. W. Morris offered a typical list of achievements: “The South 
African troops, under Louis Botha, took German South-west Africa, and helped in the 
capture of German East Africa.  Australians and New Zealanders occupied the chief 
German islands in the Pacific.”  He also noted that troops from the Dominions and India 
“fought on every field of the war, and always with distinction.”416  In addition, other 
authors, such as D. Morris, understood Germany’s loss of its colonies as a consequence 
of “their weakness at sea”417 and, by implication, Britain’s strength at sea. 
Descriptions of the work of the navy were central to British textbooks.  While this 
emphasis was often out of proportion to the actual strategic importance of naval 
operations, it connected the war to celebrated events in British history such as the defeat 
of the Spanish Armada or Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar.  Warner and Marten’s text 
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contains perhaps the most detailed outline of the duties of the navy, describing its 
responsibilities of protecting England from invasion, transporting soldiers and supplies, 
strangling Germany’s foreign trade, protecting Allied trade, and fighting the German 
navy.418  An additional demand, as suggested by Elliot, was simply to uphold Britain’s 
“naval reputation.”419  While G. W. Morris argued that, “battles by sea had been few 
because British command of the sea had been so complete,”420 most textbook writers 
presented significant coverage of these few battles.  One was the Battle of the Falkland 
Islands, in which a German squadron that had sunk two British ships off the coast of 
Chile was overtaken by the “swift retribution” of another British fleet and “was 
destroyed.”421  This seemingly minor event was embraced as emblematic of British 
control of the high seas, since the ships destroyed at the Falklands were among the few 
German cruisers that had been away from Europe at the start of the war.  As Gardiner 
describes, their defeat ended previous “damage to Allied commerce” and helped make 
possible “the capture of all the German colonies.”422  Hassall even mentioned the Battle 
of the Falkland Islands, but not the Battle of Jutland, which was the war’s only major 
naval engagement between the British and German high seas fleets.423  The majority of 
texts did discuss Jutland, often admitting that “the losses were heavy on both sides,” but 
nevertheless portraying the engagement as a British victory since “the surviving German 
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ships stole back to port, whence they did not come forth again, except to surrender.”424  
Others, including Warner and Marten, presented an even more glorious view, suggesting 
that it was only “poor visibility” that “robbed the British fleet of what appeared to be a 
splendid chance of victory.”425  Even Lay, who was one of the few authors to admit the 
battle was “indecisive,” used his description of the battle to praise British Admiral David 
Beatty.426  Finally, D. Morris’s dramatic account stated that, after Jutland, Germany “did 
not again venture to tempt fate on the high seas” but instead “took to piracy,”427 implying 
that the Germans were unable to win in an honest fight. 
Descriptions of the “piracy” of German submarine warfare and Britain’s 
innovative responses to it formed the other focal point of coverage of naval operations.  
Textbooks variously represented the submarine campaign as either the cause428 or the 
result429 of the British blockade of Germany, but most represented the latter as a logical 
extension of “the encirclement of the powers of central Europe,”430 while the former “was 
as unlawful as it was inhumane.”431  Elliot described how the Germans sunk “not only 
troop transports, but merchant vessels, and even hospital ships,” which “served only to 
embitter more nations against Germany.”432  One particularly “embittered” nation was the 
United States, which entered the war in April of 1917 in response to the German 
declaration of unrestricted submarine warfare.  American entry was embraced for its 
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military utility and reinforcement of Allied morale, with Hassall quoting Lloyd George’s 
statement that it provided “the final stamp and seal to the character of the conflict as a 
struggle against military autocracy throughout the world.”433  Many authors also focused 
on the effects of submarine warfare on British civilians as implied by Amy Mobbs, of 
Grosvenor Street Senior Girls’ School, Birmingham, in one of her study questions: “How 
did Germany attempt to starve Great Britain?”434  Of course, Mobbs avoided asking the 
corresponding question about the British blockade of Germany.  One important British 
response to the submarines was, as Mulley explained, the introduction of rationing “to 
prevent starvation and unfairness in the distribution of the restricted food supplies.”435  
Another was a simple “determination to bring the war at all costs to a successful 
conclusion”436 as discussed by Hassall, thereby implying that, while submarines may 
have threatened supply lines, this boosted rather than threatened the nation’s morale.  The 
British triumph over the German submarines was portrayed as one of the great victories 
of the war and was attributed to “the gallantry of the British sailors, both mercantile and 
naval”437 and developments in technology such as depth charges and minefields.438  Lay 
summed up these achievements, stating that “the British Navy, as in Elizabeth’s day and 
Nelson’s day, proved itself equal to all emergencies.”439 
With Russia out of the war after the March 1918 Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, 
Germany could devote its resources to the Western Front in the spring 1918 offensive 
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that became its “last bid for victory.”440  While they described Germany’s initial 
successes on land, many textbook writers also noted that the Allies continued to dominate 
the seas and often presented the naval blockade of Germany as a decisive factor in the 
final months of the war.  For example, Gardiner described how “the steady pressure of 
the blockade was sapping the strength and morale of the civilian population.”441  G. W. 
Morris went so far as to declare that, “in the long run, it was due perhaps even more to 
the navy than to the army that Germany was worn down” and he even seemed to 
celebrate the fact that “the German people were desperately short of food and 
clothing.”442  Back on land, many writers gave credit to the appointment of Marshal Foch 
as Commander-in-Chief, but Hassall also argued that the success of “Foch’s carefully 
prepared plans” must be credited to “all the allied troops, whether British, French, 
Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, South African, American, or Indian,”443 thereby 
attributing a large share of the work to the British Commonwealth through giving credit 
to its individual parts.  This final Allied offensive was often presented with great 
excitement as “attack after attack with men, guns, and the wonderful new ‘tanks,’ smote 
upon the German lines.  The front trenches were carried; the second line broke.”444  
Portrayals of the final months of the war, therefore, illustrated many of the same themes 
that were present throughout textbook narratives of the war, including the cooperation of 
the Allied armies, the work of the British Navy, the involvement of the British Empire, 
and an insensitivity to the suffering of German civilians.   
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In describing the peace treaties that ended World War I, most writers focused on 
the alterations in national borders throughout Europe and often included maps in their 
textbooks.445  Gardiner described the process of reestablishing peace in Europe as a 
complicated process with “so many interests to be considered, and so many conflicting 
opinions to be reconciled.”446  Most authors showed very little pity for the position of 
Germany, often justifying the harsh measures of the Versailles treaty, as G. W. Morris 
did, by reminding readers that, “Germany’s wish for power had largely been responsible 
for the war”447 or, as Warner and Marten had noted, that “they had waged the war with… 
brutality and callousness.”448  There was, however, some difference of opinion regarding 
whether punishing Germany would, as Southgate hoped, bring “about a state of affairs 
which should render a repetition of the war impossible,”449 or whether both Germany’s 
wartime atrocities and the harsh terms of the peace treaty would instead forbid “that 
mutual goodwill which alone makes true peace possible,” as Reddaway feared.450   
The reorganization of Europe based on the principle of national self-determination 
was also seen in terms of both successes and failures.  Many writers, including Warner 
and Marten, embraced this policy “of allowing people with a distinct culture or language 
or historical tradition to compose independent states,”451 implying that this would help 
avoid the problems of nationalism that had contributed to the causes of the war, and most 
authors tended to agree with their viewpoint.  Reddaway, however, also saw that many 
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new borders had simply created different minority groups, giving the example of how 
Italy’s “claims on the shores of the Adriatic conflicted sharply with those of the Southern 
Slavs.”452  Finally, the peace process marked an important change within the British 
Empire since, as Warner and Marten explained, the self-governing Dominions and India 
“had separate representatives” at the conference “and they signed the Peace Treaty as 
independent entities.”453  This move toward greater independence was embraced by many 
writers, including Elliot, as a triumph and not a loss since “British policy had been 
directed towards helping the Dominions to stand on their feet” and “the bond of 
allegiance to the British sovereign” maintained the ties between these new “great nations 
of the world.”454  Mulley looked toward the future with an even broader hope for 
cooperation, arguing that if the British Commonwealth remained “joined in goodwill and 
amity” to the United States “then the Anglo-Saxon Fellowship may assure the progress 
and freedom of the world.”455 
The majority of textbooks also included some description of the League of 
Nations, often noting its centrality to the peace settlements and expressing, at least 
initially, a great deal of enthusiasm for its goals.  Elliot argued that the League was “a 
natural result of the Great War” since “it arose from an almost universal desire to prevent 
the outbreak of another war; for a repetition of the last one, with the terribly efficient 
weapons provided by modern science, would probably mean the end of our present 
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civilization.”456  Mulley similarly viewed the entire war as having been fought by “most 
of the civilized world… against military domination,” making the establishment of an 
organization to prevent war a logical extension of Allied war aims.457  While focusing on 
the League’s goal of preventing future wars, many textbook authors, including Marten 
and Carter, also explained its related plans “to improve labour and health conditions 
throughout the war, to secure just treatment for natives – in fact, to provide for the 
welfare of mankind.”458  This “just treatment for natives” was to be secured by the 
mandate system, which placed former German colonies and former territories of the 
Ottoman Empire under the control of Allied nations “whose duty is to train them towards 
full self-government and independence.”459  Lettice Fisher, one of the first women history 
tutors at Oxford, suffrage activist, and wife of H. A. L. Fisher,460 described these areas as 
“countries which after the Great War needed help” and stressed the role of the British 
Dominions of Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa in overseeing mandates, which 
helped to mark the Dominions’ transition toward independence.461  As Warner and 
Marten explained, India did not yet enjoy a similar transition because, even though “the 
educated classes demanded a larger share in the government of the country,” the British 
still felt that it was their responsibility to “combine self-government with good 
government, and… secure that under so-called self-government the weaker and more 
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illiterate classes should receive due consideration.”462  Promises of self-determination and 
greater independence within the Commonwealth were certainly derived from 
participation in the war, but also remained largely based on ideas of race.  Like the 
discussions of the peace treaties, many textbook writers stressed British involvement in 
framing the League of Nations, noting the roles of Lord Robert Cecil and General Smuts 
in writing the Covenant with American President Woodrow Wilson.463  Finally, Keatinge 
and Frazer even moved away from stressing British participation in the League of 
Nations to declare that, “united by the bonds of freedom, the British Empire is today a 
more potent influence for world peace than the League of Nations itself.”464 
Early evaluations of the historical impact of the war were often divided between 
uneasiness about the economic, social, and political dislocation it had created and 
optimism about the future of Europe and the world.  Some writers, including Gardiner, 
focused on how “the economic evils produced by the war have been enormous” due to 
the disruption of “trade, commerce and finance” as well as the “enormous national debts” 
in all European nations.465  Others drew attention to the large numbers of men who had 
fought and died in the war, with Warner and Marten lamenting “the loss to Europe of the 
best of her manhood”466 and Reddaway bringing his readers’ attention to the difficulties 
faced by demobilized soldiers by wondering “how far the general upheaval had unfitted 
                                                
462 Warner and Marten, The Groundwork of British History (1921), 766. 
463 For example, see G. W. Morris, 232, or Warner and Marten, The Groundwork of British History (1921), 
764. 
464 Keatinge and Frazer, A History of England for Schools (1928), 538c. 
465 Gardiner, A Student’s History of England (1920), 1015-1016. 





[them] for peace.”467  Politically, Reddaway described Socialism as “a disturbing element 
all over Europe,”468 a portrayal that drew on many characterizations of the Russian 
Revolution of 1917 as the work of “extremists.”469 Many of these same authors, however, 
also looked forward to a better world.  Gardiner viewed the fact that “the attempt by 
Germany to dominate the world by force has been defeated” as “the one great positive 
result of the war,” and looked forward to the work of the League of Nations to “maintain 
peace” and “free the world from the burden of excessive armaments and the constant 
dangers of new wars.”470  Warner and Marten drew attention to the role played by 
citizens of the British Empire in expressing their agreement with General Smuts’s hope 
that “the League of Nations will yet prove the path of escape for Europe out of the ruin 
brought about by the war.”471  British textbook writers, therefore, looked back on the war 
as a time of great difficulty but one whose final result had validated the nation’s reasons 
for fighting: German ambition had been checked, the British Navy remained dominant, 
and the British Empire was helping to frame a better world.  Mobbs concluded her 
narrative of the war with instructions for her readers as future citizens of the Empire, 
teaching them that “we can best show our indebtedness to those who struggled and died 
for freedom in the past, by acting and living so that our heritage will be handed on to 
those who come after us, as an inspiration for service and sacrifice.”472  These 
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instructions combined the rhetoric of both commemoration and citizenship to present 
students with a clear view of their role in their nation’s history.   
TEXTBOOKS RECOMMENDED BY THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS UNION 
 
 Much like the Historical Association, the LNU also published lists of textbook 
recommendations, at least one of which was forwarded to the Board of Education for 
consideration.473  These books presented an alternative vision of history to those 
portrayed in more mainstream textbooks by focusing on the history of international 
cooperation, arguing that the war was preventable, including relatively few details on 
specific battles, emphasizing loss and suffering, enthusiastically greeting the 
establishment of the League of Nations, and stressing that the next war would be even 
more disastrous.  The Board of Education had dismissed the members of the LNU as 
“fanatics,” but, had they actually read these publications, they may have realized that they 
had less to worry about than they assumed.  Even though the LNU books did provide 
students with an alternative way of remembering the war, they often retained a notably 
British perspective on the events of the conflict and their hopes for the future of both the 
British Empire and the League of Nations at times coincided with those found in the 
more traditional textbook narratives discussed above.   
 In accordance with the LNU’s criticism that in most textbooks “the history of 
friendly intercourse between nations and the development of the arts of peace are reduced 
                                                






to a minimum,”474 their recommended books devoted a good deal of attention to the 
history of peace.  For example, Robert Jones and S. S. Sherman stressed recent increases 
in the economic ties between nations, international travel, and the international status of 
science and art, best summed up by the conception of “The Shrinking World.”475  Their 
section on the history of peace covered the nineteenth century by describing arbitration 
treaties, the abolition of slavery and piracy, the Red Cross Society, the Concert of 
Europe, international conferences, and the Hague Court of International Justice.476  
Another author, Hebe Spaull, organized his book biographically, celebrating the 
achievements of various heroes of peace including Inazo Nitobe, a Japanese professor 
and former classmate of Woodrow Wilson who wanted to be “a bridge across the Pacific” 
and became the Under-Secretary of the League of Nations International Secretariate.477  
Another peace hero was Fridtjof Nansen, a famous arctic explorer and founder of the 
Norwegian League of Nations Association who helped to repatriate prisoners of war and 
was also involved in refugee relief efforts.478  While Nitobe and Nansen would have been 
unlikely heroes in other textbooks, Spaull also included more traditional heroes such as 
General Smuts.  He described how, after the Boer War, Smuts had “set himself resolutely 
to the task of healing the breach between Briton and Boer” and had later helped write the 
Covenant of the League of Nations.479  In another publication, Spaull continued to uphold 
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the British Empire as a model for the rest of the world, describing it as “a unique example 
of nations being held together not by force, but by goodwill and cooperation.”480 
 Regarding the causes of the war, most LNU writers were reluctant to assign blame 
to any particular country, instead faulting all nations that had contributed to the generally 
tense climate of European relations.  For example, Kathleen E. Innes described how 
“many causes” led up to the war after “long years of international jealousies and 
suspicions.”481  Jones and Sherman instructed their readers that war “does not happen; it 
is made” and is therefore preventable.  They described “Suspicion and Greed and Hate 
and Fear” as the makers of war, and went on to portray them as “ugly things” which “few 
people like to confess having… so they are covered over by finer names, such as 
Patriotism, Honour, Pride or Race, and so on.”482  By equating nationalist values with 
these negative emotions, Jones and Sherman undermined much of the language 
traditionally used to defend and explain war.  Nevertheless, they described British entry 
into the war in much the same way as other textbook writers, noting that, “when a 
German army marched into and across Belgium, a country guaranteed by a Treaty of the 
Powers of Europe to be “neutral territory,” at once the War became our affair.”483  They 
therefore continued to write from a British perspective and to defend British entry as 
upholding the rule of law.   
 Perhaps the greatest difference between mainstream textbooks and those 
recommended by the LNU is the latter’s lack of attention to specific campaigns and 
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battles, preferring instead to create an overall picture of destruction.  Innes described the 
war as “a terrible waste of life!” and drew attention to the fact that “it was not only 
soldiers and sailors who fought and suffered in this war, but the ordinary people, 
including women and children who could not go to the Front.”  Her description of total 
war was equally critical of both sides, especially regarding the use of airplanes “to bomb 
towns from the air” such that “the men in them could not tell whom they were killing and 
injuring.”484  She similarly focused on the suffering caused by the blockade, here 
emphasizing the British role as “we and our Allies did all we could to prevent Germany 
and Austria getting food,” and explicitly explaining how this contributed to widespread 
disease among children and the elderly.485  This provided a clear contrast to many other 
texts that portrayed the British blockade as a justified military strategy while only 
German attempts to cut off supplies to Britain were seen as “atrocities.”  Finally, Jones 
and Sherman emphasized the economic effects of the war, noting that, even as one of the 
victorious nations, England ended up deeply in debt,486 a theme that was becoming 
common among some mainstream textbook authors by the 1930s.   
 Predictably, the authors of textbooks recommended by the LNU devoted a great 
deal of space to explaining the League of Nations, and were incredibly positive in their 
evaluations of its chances for success.  Nowell Charles Smith and J. C. Maxwell 
Garnett’s book began with a discussion of “The Reasons for Studying International 
Relations,” described the establishment of the League and its aims and membership, and 
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then devoted the majority of the book to outlining its organization and work.487  Innes 
described the League as arising naturally out of the experience of World War I, which 
“was so terrible that men realized that civilization could not go on if such wars were 
repeated,” and emphasized that the Covenant of the League was part of all the peace 
treaties.488  Jones and Sherman expressed a similar view, but were more explicit about the 
popular nature of the League, describing how “people everywhere began to say that when 
[the war] was all over the first thing that should be done by the rulers in all countries 
would be to arrange, if possible, that war should never happen again.”489  Innes 
specifically praised the mandate system as “a great advance on the old idea of seizing 
Colonies” since “first and foremost comes the white man’s duty to those he rules.”490  
Many mainstream textbook authors expressed several of these same sentiments, even 
though they did not form the core of their narratives of the war. 
 Finally, the areas in which the LNU authors often went far beyond other texts 
were in their predictions for future wars and their advocacy of a particular kind of 
education and political participation.  In connection with her descriptions of total war, 
Innes emphasized that “the sufferings of what is called the civilian population will be the 
only way to win future wars.”491  Jones and Sherman noted that war often encourages the 
invention of new weapons and introduced specific fears “that gas will be the chief 
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weapon of the next World War, and that whole towns will be destroyed from the air.”492  
They therefore urged their readers to consider that “by far the most important war to us… 
is the Next War” and that “it is most likely that if we make ourselves understand that 
properly, we shall say: “Then it must never come,” and it will not.”493  To avert such 
nightmare scenarios, Innes suggested that students learn foreign languages “that we may 
be able to talk freely to members of other nations when we meet them,” respect national 
differences, and support the League by continuing to “take an interest” in its activities.494  
Spaull similarly ended his book by stating that the LNU’s chief aim was “to arrange that 
young people all over the world are taught to be good citizens of the world, as well as 
good citizens of their own particular countries.”495 
 This final hope of Spaull’s is the idea of “world citizenship” that had seemed so 
dreadful to the officials at the Board of Education.  It is important to note, however, that 
some of the textbooks supported by the Historical Association, and by implication the 
Board of Education, contained statements that were equally radical.  As already 
discussed, many mainstream textbook authors were initially supportive of the League of 
Nations and readily expressed their hopes.  Reddaway even noted that his views on the 
matter might have been seen as extreme, stating that, “the reader may or may not share in 
the conviction of the significance of the League of Nations with which this general sketch 
concludes.”  He went on to argue that, “the record of many fundamentally unnecessary 
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wars pleads for some such method of averting struggle by conference.”496  G. W. Morris 
also promoted the study of the League of Nations by including its Covenant as 
recommended reading at the end of his chapter on the war.497  Finally, Marten and Carter 
expressed almost the exact same sentiment as Spaull with their statement that, “the great 
need today, the ideal for which the League of Nations stands, is to be good citizens of our 
own country as well as good citizens of the world.”498  If the Board of Education had been 
serious about getting rid of the “fanatical” idea of world citizenship, they would have 
needed to look beyond simply the recommendations of the LNU to works by many well-




 Much like the widespread use of the same forms of memorial language in public 
and state schools, mainstream British textbooks from the interwar years reached a 
remarkable degree of consensus regarding the meaning of the Great War.  Though their 
traditional narrative was challenged in some ways by the alternative history promoted by 
the LNU, it is less likely that the latter textbooks reached a large audience, in part due to 
their lack of official and professional endorsement.  The majority of British students were 
therefore taught to embrace a collective memory of the war that was traditional, national, 
and imperial in character.  This narrative defended Britain’s reasons for fighting the war, 
celebrated the achievements of British and imperial troops as well as British industry, and 
looked forward with hope for a peaceful future safeguarded by both the League of 
                                                
496 Reddaway, Modern European History (1924), iii. 
497 G. W. Morris, 234. 





Nations and the British Empire.  Unlike memorials, which became permanent fixtures in 
the school landscape, the writing of history is always a process of constant 
reinterpretation, and textbook narratives of the war were often revised to both cover more 
recent events and reevaluate earlier periods in a new light.  Textbooks therefore had the 
power to reshape students’ memories of the war in significant ways. 
While the process of revision can be seen by comparing books written at different 
dates, it is better understood by looking at new prefaces and revisions to particular 
textbooks in order to focus on the ways in which individual authors altered their opinions.  
Some writers changed their texts very little, including Elliot, whose 1939 text contains 
exactly the same narrative of the war but a substantially different final chapter on “The 
World after the Great War: The League of Nations and its Work.”499  This was certainly 
the simplest way to approach the process of revision.  Reddaway similarly added a new 
chapter to his 1938 textbook to cover the period from 1924 to 1938.  In the preface, he 
explained this decision by noting that “one important source of true history is the record 
of how the events were judged by contemporary men,” and, therefore, “the foregoing 
pages preserve the impression of 1924; those which follow, the impression of 1938.”500  
Furthermore, he believed that, while his knowledge of the actual events of the war had 
changed very little, the intervening years “have greatly changed the apparent trend of 
European history.”  How did textbooks writers, such as Reddaway, explain this new 
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“trend” of history, and how did it invite students to understand the previous events of 
World War I? 
Two of the most significant changes between early evaluations of the war and 
those expressed in British textbooks from the late 1930s were the growing criticisms of 
the Treaty of Versailles, including diminished hopes for the League of Nations and an 
increased focus on the economic impact of the war.  Both related to subsequent events, 
such as German rearmament, the failure of the League of Nations to prevent war between 
Italy and Abyssinia, and the effects of the collapse of the American stock market in 1929 
on European economies.  Reddaway, who was previously quite optimistic regarding the 
League of Nations, characterized “the post-war period… as above all things an era of 
political dictators and economic crises.”501  Furthermore, he was alarmed by “the recent 
revival in the worship of force” as seen in increased government spending on armaments 
in several nations, and noted that the great depression had “brought about economic 
struggles between [the nations of Europe] in place of collaboration for the common 
good.”502  Elliot similarly focused on economic concerns, specifically discussing the 
effects of the depression on Britain, “as, for example, in our high taxation, and the big 
‘war debt’ of money that we continue to owe to the U.S.A.”503  Her textbook remained 
explicitly nationalist, blaming the “important mistakes” in the Treaty of Versailles on 
French Premier Clemenceau and describing the United States’ failure to “back up their 
President” and join the League of Nations as “fatal.”504  Britain, on the other hand, had 
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“follow[ed] her pledge, cut down the navy, got rid of most of her military airplanes, and 
her soldiers returned to civilian life.”  Since no other nation followed this example, 
British “disarmament exceeded the limits of safety.”505  Elliot, therefore, looked forward 
with apprehension to the possibility of another war, noting that, “with the new and 
terribly efficient weapons that modern science is always providing… it would mean as 
much of a disaster for the victors as for the conquered.”506  Even though World War I had 
made “thinking persons all the world over realize now that the real way to prosperity for 
all peoples is the avoidance of war, and that one nation cannot gain permanently by 
destroying another,”507 the current trend of European history seemed to be moving in the 
other direction.  
Finally, Warner and Marten’s textbook provides a unique opportunity to study 
this process of revision because it was substantially changed in both 1932 and 1943.  In 
the preface to the 1932 edition, Marten explains that “the whole book has been revised in 
the light of recent historical research.”  There were major revisions to the entire period 
after 1815 and “the later chapters have had to be largely rewritten.”508  Regarding the 
causes of the war, the 1932 revisions, when compared to the 1921 edition, focus more on 
Europe-wide trends and perceptions of threats and less on assigning blame by examining 
the tensions between growing global integration and the rise of “the forces of 
Nationalism and State-realism… which became as powerful as Religion in their 
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influences upon individuals and upon peoples.”509  Most importantly, earlier portrayals of 
German naval and colonial goals were revised, leading to an admission that “Germany 
had as much – or as little – justification as any other European Power in having extra-
European ambitions.”510  The revisions also replace the 1921 edition’s declarations of 
Germany’s guilt with a series of six questions regarding every nation’s responsibility and 
ending with a portrayal of the war as a disaster for all of civilization.511  In revising the 
coverage of the events of the war itself, Marten tended to include less detail overall, and 
often the sections that were shortened were those that had helped to mark the 1921 text as 
a particularly British narrative of the war, including descriptions of the campaigns in the 
Middle East, the Battle of the Falklands Islands, and the methods of defeating the 
German submarines.512  On the other hand, sections on some specifically British 
campaigns including Gallipoli and Allenby’s in Palestine were not significantly 
altered.513  Initial descriptions of the League of Nations were quite similar, but Marten 
added a significant amount of new material on the subsequent activities of the League.  
He pointed first to the League’s successes, but then turned to a more negative evaluation, 
noting that disarmament was “difficult to carry out,” and reparations “raised formidable 
problems.”514  On the whole, the 1932 text illustrated some sympathy for Britain’s former 
enemies, both regarding the initial outbreak of the war and many of the elements of the 
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treaty of Versailles that were later targeted by the aggressive foreign policy of Nazi 
Germany.  
The 1943 revisions to Warner and Marten’s textbook were carried out largely by 
D. Erskine Muir “with the approval of Mr. Warner’s Trustees and of Mr. Marten, who 
has made many valuables suggestions and read the proofs.”515  Muir’s revisions cover the 
entire period from 1830 to 1939 and, while she keeps Marten’s original descriptions in 
many areas, the writing style is significantly different in several key areas.  In explaining 
the causes of World War I, Muir places more blame on Germany than the 1932 text, 
arguing that, “looking back, we must think that Germany was deliberately 
provocative.”516  She also seems to equate Kaiser Wilhelm with Hitler by describing how, 
leading up to World War I, the Germans “wanted room to ‘expand’ with their growing 
population, and spoke of ‘living-space.’”517  Muir’s narrative of the events of the war 
itself often retained much of Marten’s original writing, but were more critical of the 
British army in drawing attention to the lack of planning in trench warfare518 and failing 
to find any military utility in the Gallipoli attack.519  Finally, Muir harshly condemned the 
Treaty of Versailles and stressed the contradictions inherent in the aims of the 
peacemakers as “they tried to give liberty to small nations; they tried to secure the world 
against future wars; but they tried to make Germany pay for the damage she had caused.”  
She instructed her readers that these statesmen “did not foresee the economic 
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consequences of their actions, and still less how out of that misery political consequences 
would ultimately follow,” thereby presenting them with a narrative of the interwar years 
that traced a straight line from the peace treaty to the depression to the rise of Nazism.520   
Textbook revisions regarding the causes, military operations, and results of World 
War I continued to present England’s participation in the war as justified, but subsequent 
events forced textbook writers to abandon many of their initially hopeful lessons for the 
future.  The narratives of the war presented in British textbooks were shaped by their 
authors’ commitments to a traditional view of British history and the need to encourage 
loyal citizenship in the nation and the empire.  World War I itself was therefore presented 
in a way that did not shatter traditional notions of progress, but its failure as “the war to 
end all wars” finally brought textbooks in line with more popular memories of 
disillusionment. 
                                                






In 1944 the Historical Association published a series of eight essays by many of 
its most prominent members on “Why We Study History.”  Several of them explicitly 
encouraged the study of history as a way to understand current events by looking back to 
the results of World War I in order to explain the ongoing conflict of World War II.  C. 
H. K. Marten, now Vice-Provost of Eton, noted that, while British representatives at the 
1919 peace conference “were supplied with a whole series of most admirable historical 
handbooks,” the extent to which they “digested” them was “another matter.”521  Other 
authors seemed to answer Marten’s question, with Agnes Mure MacKenzie, a historian of 
Scotland, asking “if the men who drew up the Treaty of Versailles had known more about 
the shifting frontiers of Europe, might they not have made a safer job of their map?”522  
Such a question clearly implies that these statesmen did not adequately understand the 
history of those “shifting frontiers.”  A. L. Rowse, of All Souls College, Oxford, further 
declared that “this country’s political leaders in the two decades since the last war had no 
business to be caught out, as it were, by developments in Germany” because “if they had 
had any knowledge of history they would have known what to expect.”  He went on to 
argue that the only leader who came “well out of the dreary decade of the thirties” was 
Winston Churchill, who “knew what to expect” because he was, after all, “a student of 
history.”523  Finally, R. C. K. Ensor, of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, argued that it was 
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“not merely prime ministers or cabinet members” who should study history, but that 
“under the conditions of a nation-wide democracy it comes increasingly to be needed by 
the masses.”524 
Ensor’s belief that all citizens in a democratic society should understand their 
nation’s past closely followed earlier discussions of both the educational value of school 
war memorials and the need to teach citizenship through the history curriculum.  The 
assertion that had past leaders properly understood history, they would have “known 
what to expect,” proves to be more complicated.  For example, MacKenzie’s portrayal of 
Europe’s leading statesmen as woefully ignorant of the histories of shifting borders 
throughout Europe, sharply contrasts with the celebration of the principle of self-
determination in the 1921 edition of Warner and Marten’s textbook.  Both evaluations 
were consistent with the needs, beliefs and knowledge of their time periods, and they help 
to illustrate how British collective memories of the Great War have shifted over time.  In 
addition, even though they were so different, both evaluations came from members of the 
Historical Association and therefore also point to the ways in which the narratives of the 
war promoted by educational institutions were shaped by specific groups of 
professionals, administrators, and other adults in positions of authority.   
These changes and continuities lead back to the three central questions with which 
this study began.  First, considering the great number of different narratives of the Great 
War, who shaped the process of narrowing down these possibilities for a student 
audience?  Secondly, which narratives about the war were presented to students, and how 
                                                





did the different forms of memory expressed in commemoration and curriculum reinforce 
each other?  Finally, how did these memories of World War I change over time, leading 
to the sharp contrast between MacKenzie’s 1944 evaluation of the Treaty of Versailles 
and Marten’s discussion of the same subject in 1921? 
To answer the first of these questions, during the war itself, public schoolboys 
were invited to learn about the war from multiple sources, including guest lecturers and 
letters from old boys serving in the military.  In addition, they often had many 
opportunities to express their own opinions about the war as a current event in debate 
societies or through reflections on the impact of the war on their own school 
communities.  While these opportunities for student participation did not disappear in the 
interwar years, students were generally less involved in discussions of how to 
commemorate the war.  When they did offer advice, they were sometimes ignored, as 
was the case with “some present Etonians” who advocated the creation of sports facilities 
as part of the school’s memorial.  There would have been even fewer opportunities for 
students to influence nationwide discussions on the purpose and content of the history 
curriculum, which were generally restricted to government officials and professionals.  
Furthermore, these two groups maintained this influence through the close cooperation of 
their two institutions, the Board of Education and the Historical Association, as seen in 
Mackail’s response to an inquiry about textbook recommendations.  As a result, 
alternative narratives of the war, such as the one promoted by LNU publications and 





On the whole, the institutions of education in interwar Britain encouraged 
students to view the nation’s participation in World War I as part of a traditional narrative 
of British history.  Commemoration began during the war, as obituaries, poems, and other 
remembrances provided a way for school communities to understand the loss of many of 
their individual members.  In doing so, they often celebrated the character of these men in 
a way that both reflected the understandings of identity shaped by school traditions, such 
as the public school ethos, and set important precedents for larger school memorials.  
Both individual men, including Frank Alexander de Pass, and the larger groups of “the 
fallen” at every school, were remembered for their patriotism, leadership, sportsmanship, 
and willingness to volunteer and sacrifice themselves for the sake of others.  The 
memorial language of “high diction” found its counterpart in the rhetoric of progress and 
citizenship employed by many textbook authors, and textbook narratives of the war often 
applied similar character traits to the nation as a whole.  Students’ sense of loyalty to 
their country was therefore encouraged by portrayals of Britain’s leadership of its 
Empire, sense of fair-play in contrast to German barbarism, and desire to fight for the 
good of the whole world as seen in the defense of Belgian neutrality or Britain’s 
involvement in the creation of the League of Nations.  In addition, textbooks often called 
attention to the ways in which Britain had upheld its national traditions in the war by 
celebrating the work of the navy or the capture of Jerusalem by a Christian nation.   
Finally, while school memorials and history textbooks had promoted similar 
forms of group identity, these two forms of memory aged quite differently.  Memorials 





reinterpreted and relocated, their most overt messages remained, literally, carved in stone.  
After the initial debates and ceremonies surrounding their construction, many school 
memorials may not have made a major impact on the lives of future generations of 
schoolboys, with the significant exception of boys who received memorial bursaries.  
Therefore, while the commemorative messages of the Great War faded from view they 
remained largely unchanged and survived to influence memorials to World War II.  By 
contrast, textbooks continued to be part of the everyday life of secondary school students.  
Even though many years often elapsed between editions and many schools would not 
always have been able to purchase new editions immediately, these narratives of the war 
did change in response to subsequent events.  Although the facts of the war had not 
changed, the apparent direction of European history seemed drastically altered.  As 
cynicism about the economic and political trends of the 1930s replaced many authors’ 
initial faith in the League of Nations and the British Empire, narratives about the causes 
and events of the war also shifted to reflect these new evaluations of its results.  As a 
result, historians during and after World War II, such as MacKenzie, elevated the 
narratives of World War I that help to explain World War II.   
Even though Canon William Temple’s choice between cynicism and faith no 
longer seems possible, it is important to examine how past narratives of the Great War 
were constructed, promoted, and altered.  By exploring these processes in the context of 
public and state sponsored secondary schools, this study has explained how leading 
figures in British education created a collective memory of the war that encouraged 





it adds to the historiography of the Great War by arguing that the current trends in the 
history of World War I and memory as well as those in the history of British education 
and national identity formation can and should be connected.  In turn, this link 
encourages educators to be transparent about their own aims and aware of the 
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